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Lecture 1: Doctrine of the Incarnation 

Today we begin a new locus – or theme – in our survey of Christian doctrine. We first 

began many months ago talking about the doctrine of revelation. By that we don’t mean 

the biblical book by that name, but rather how God reveals himself to humanity, both 

generally in nature and conscience and specially in his Word – Jesus Christ and in 

Scripture. Then we spent a long time on that major topic of the doctrine of God – 

studying the attributes of God, taking an excursus on natural theology and arguments for 

God’s existence, and then looking at the doctrine of the Trinity and finally the person and 

work of the Holy Spirit. 

Today we have the exciting opportunity to begin a new locus and to discuss the doctrine 

of Christ. This usually goes by the name Christology. Christology is going to be the 

theology or the study of Christ. As we’ll see, there are two major aspects to Christology. 

One will be the person of Christ. The other will be the work of Christ. We will look at 

each of these two areas together. The person of Christ seeks to answer the question, Who 

is Jesus Christ? The work of Christ tries to answer the question, What did he do? 

The person of Christ is preoccupied principally with the doctrine of the incarnation. The 

work of Christ is principally occupied with the doctrine of the atonement. Over the 

coming months we will be talking about these two important Christian doctrines. I think, 

as we all know, the doctrines of the incarnation and atonement are absolutely central to 

Christian theism. Up until now we’ve been talking about the doctrine of God. Although 

we did get into the Trinity and the Holy Spirit, which are uniquely Christian, for the most 

part the doctrine of God was a generic monotheism. But when it comes to Christ – the 

person and work of Christ – the doctrines of the incarnation and the atonement lie at the 

very heart of Christian theology. So this is a very important and exciting locus that we 

will now broach today. 

We want to begin by talking about the person of Christ and the doctrine of the 

incarnation. We want first to say something about the Scriptural data concerning the 

person of Christ. 

The New Testament affirms both the deity and the humanity of Jesus Christ. With respect 

to the deity of Christ, I am not going to rehearse again all of the scriptural teaching 

pertinent to the divinity of Christ but will simply refer you back to our discussion of the 

doctrine of the Trinity where you’ll remember we examined at some length the New 

Testament witness to the deity of Christ and therefore his being a member of the Trinity. 

Let me simply read one summary statement from the New Testament that nicely captures 

this truth of the deity of Christ. This is Philippians 2:5-8. 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he 

was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but 



emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 

And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto 

death, even death on a cross. 

Here we have a poignant statement of the incarnation of Christ.1 Though he was in the 

form of God – he was equal with God – nevertheless he humbled himself and took on 

human form and eventually gave his life for us. 

As this already suggests, the Scripture affirms therefore the true humanity of Christ as 

well as his true deity. As a human being, Jesus experienced all of the finite limitations 

that we experience as human people. For example, he was physically born. This is 

obvious but we’ll read some Scripture to attest to this fact. Luke 2:7, 11: “And she gave 

birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a 

manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” Then the angel proclaims, “For 

to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” So Jesus 

experienced a human birth. Though virginally conceived, his birth was perfectly ordinary. 

He also experienced temptation to sin. Matthew 4:1: “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit 

into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” So he experienced temptations as we do. 

He also experienced the full range of physical and mental limitations that we experience. 

Luke 2:52: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and 

man.” Here the boy Jesus is said to have increased in both his intellectual abilities and in 

his physical body. 

Look also at Matthew 4:2. This was during his temptation: “And he fasted forty days and 

forty nights, and afterward he was hungry.” So Jesus experienced hunger from being 

deprived of food. 

John 4:6. This is the story of his encounter with the woman at the well: “Jacob’s well was 

there, and so Jesus, wearied as he was with his journey, sat down beside the well. It was 

about the sixth hour.” Here Jesus is said to have been tired. His body experienced fatigue 

and, as we see from the story, thirst as well as hunger as he asked the woman for a drink. 

Mark 4:38. This is the story of the stilling of the storm. The great storm arose on the lake 

of Galilee, and in Mark 4:38 it says, “But he [Jesus] was in the stern, asleep on the 

cushion; and they woke him and said to him, ‘Teacher, do you not care if we perish?’” 

Here the boat is being swamped by these waves beating it and tossing it until it is ready to 

capsize, and Jesus is so exhausted, so fatigued, that he is sleeping through this thing, 

again showing his physical limitations. 
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Finally, Mark 13:32 – mental limitations as well as physical are indicated here. Part of his 

Olivet Discourse on the end times says, “But of that day or that hour no one knows, not 

even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” Here Jesus says that he does 

not know the date of his return.2 

So he experienced both physical and mental limitations. 

Moreover, Jesus was tortured and executed. Luke 23:33, 46: 

And when they came to the place which is called The Skull, there they crucified 

him, and the criminals, one on the right and one on the left. . . . Jesus, crying with 

a loud voice, said, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!” And having said 

this he breathed his last. 

So Jesus experienced during his passion the suffering of horrible torture and finally 

crucifixion and death. 

Moreover, Jesus experienced through what he suffered during his life moral growth. This 

surprising truth is declared in Hebrews 5:7-10: 

In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries 

and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard for his 

godly fear. Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he 

suffered; and being made perfect he became the source of eternal salvation to all 

who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of 

Melchizedek. 

Here it says Jesus was morally perfected through his sufferings. 

We who believe in the deity of Christ and have entrusted our lives to him may feel 

uncomfortable with these verses that show the finitude and physical and mental 

limitations of Jesus and the way in which he grew during his lifetime. The affirmation of 

the humanity of Jesus may make us squirm in discomfort. But, in fact, the affirmation 

that Jesus was truly human is essential to Christian doctrine. Indeed, in 1 John 4:1-3 we 

are told that if you do not affirm the true humanity of Christ you are a heretic. So this is 

essential to the doctrine of the person of Christ just as much as his deity. 1 John 4:1-3: 

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of 

God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the 

Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh 

is of God, and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the 
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spirit of antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the 

world already. 

Here John emphasizes that it is essential to the doctrine of Christ to affirm that he has 

come in the flesh – the true humanity of Jesus. This is not a mere appearance as the 

heretics claimed. This is a real and genuine incarnation of Christ in human flesh. 

So essential to the doctrine of the person of Christ is the affirmation of both his true deity 

as well as his true humanity. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: The last statement about “you must believe he came in the flesh” - I think that is 

important because you need to have trust in him. If you don’t believe he came in the flesh 

then when you see him at his appearing you will not have the faith to be transformed . . . 

Dr. Craig: I think that it is especially important when it gets to the work of Christ. If 

Christ’s incarnation was merely illusory – something that was mere appearance – then 

that makes nonsense of the atonement of the sufferings of Christ and his saving us and 

redeeming us from sin.3 It would be merely illusory. You can see why the affirmation of 

the humanity of Christ would be essential as well as his deity. 

Student: Do we know whether Jesus was born of an egg of Mary and then grew into Jesus 

or, like in-vitro fertilization, was a fertilized egg . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: You are raising a very interesting question which perhaps we can talk about 

more when we come to the virgin conception of Jesus. You are wanting to know: did 

Mary contribute any genetic material to Jesus? Or was it wholly miraculous – simply the 

production of this fertilized egg within Mary’s womb? I don’t think that biblically there is 

any way to prove it one way or the other because in either case it could be truly human – 

a truly human being was produced in Mary’s womb. Or you could say that God 

contributed the genetic material that would make this a male child rather than a female 

child but that Mary contributed her chromosomes to this as well. I don’t think that 

biblically there is one way to prove it rather than the other. But theologians have 

addressed this question. It is a very interesting question about the virginal conception. I 

do not think that how you answer it need affect your affirmation of the true humanity of 

Christ. 

Student: Jesus did refer to his “brothers.” Yes, he could be taken either step-brothers or 

whatever, but to me that might weigh a little bit on the idea of being fully human in the 

sense that there was genetic material of a human being. 
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Dr. Craig: What you are saying is: were these brothers of Jesus his brothers not just in 

the sense they were members of the same family (which is clear) but that they were 

actually genetically similar to Jesus? They shared their mother’s genetic material? That 

would make him even more intimately connected to his brothers and his sisters as well. I 

hope we haven’t gone on a tangent here! 

Student: Scripture says he is the seed of David. I see the miraculous in that he averted the 

curse on the kings by being born spiritually from above but also fulfilled the prophesy 

that he would be of the line and seed of David by sharing that physicality. 

Dr. Craig: This is a good question that you are raising in terms of being part of the line of 

David, the messianic line. This has to do with whether or not this is to be traced through 

Mary or Joseph legally as his father. Joseph was legally his father and part of the royal 

lineage. Or is this in virtue of being from Mary? That would be part of the conversation 

here as well. 

Student: Just as Jesus grew physically, he probably also grew in his realization of who he 

is. Hebrews 5:5 says, “Christ did not take upon himself the glory of becoming a high 

priest, but God said to him, ‘You are my Son. Today I have become your Father. You are 

a priest forever.’” Hebrews 10:7 says, “Here I am. It is written about me in the scroll. I 

have come to do your will.” Hebrews 10:10 says, “And by that will we have been made 

holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” It looks like this 

understanding of who he is also grew in time. It didn’t just come in as he was born.4 

Dr. Craig: I think you are making a very good point. We know that by the time of his 

baptism by John he had a clear sense of his vocation and identity to embark on a public 

ministry. But even earlier when he is twelve years old and visits the temple with his 

parents and stays behind and they search frantically for him. When they finally find him, 

he says, Didn’t you know that I must be about my Father’s business? Even there early in 

Jesus’ life you have some intimation at least that he had a special consciousness of his 

relationship with God as his Father. But how full it is we don’t know. But I think that you 

are quite right in saying that this would be something that would naturally dawn on him 

and grow as he grows from a little infant – a normal little baby – to a Jewish boy and 

finally to adulthood. This causes special problems for understanding the incarnation, 

doesn’t it? Because, as God (as the second person of the Trinity), he is omniscient! So 

how does he not already know these things? We’ll be talking about that question in this 

section. 

END DISCUSSION 
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Let’s reflect a bit on this. How can Jesus be truly God and truly man? If anything looks 

like a contradiction surely this is it. Jesus seems to be the proverbial round square or 

married bachelor. How can he be both creator and creature? Both infinite and finite? How 

do we unite in a single person omniscience and ignorance? Omnipotence and weakness? 

Moral perfection and moral perfectability? The attributes of deity – which he must have 

possessed as the second person of the Trinity – seem to drive out the attributes of 

humanity. So it seems to be a logical contradiction to affirm with the historic Christian 

church that Jesus is truly God and truly man. In the language of the classical creeds – 

vera deus, vera homo. Truly God and truly man. 

In order to get at this question, let’s do a historical survey of reflection by great church 

fathers and thinkers on the doctrine of the person of Christ. 

As a result of the trinitarian controversies which culminated with the Council of Nicaea 

in 325 and the Council of Constantinople in 381, a new chapter in intellectual church 

history opened. I am referring to the Christological controversies of the fourth through 

the seventh centuries. Following the trinitarian controversies came these Christological 

controversies. The central question that was addressed by the church fathers was how we 

should understand the affirmation that Jesus Christ is both truly human and truly divine. 

There emerged among the church fathers two broad schools of thinking about 

Christology often labeled Alexandrian versus Antiochian Christology because of the 

geographical centers of these schools of thought. But I think these are perhaps best seen 

as a conflict between what could be called Monophysite and Dyophysite Christology. 

The Greek word physis means “nature,” mono obviously means “one.” So Monophysites 

would affirm that there is in the incarnate Christ one nature – a kind of combination of 

deity and humanity. Whereas the Dyophysites affirmed that there are in the incarnate 

Christ two complete natures. 

The presupposition of both schools was that members of natural kinds of things have 

natures or essential properties which make the things what they are.5 A horse has a horse 

nature. That distinguishes it from, say, a cat which has a feline nature. By the same token, 

there is therefore such a thing as human nature. This differs from the divine nature. 

What is human nature? According to the great Greek philosopher Aristotle the nature of 

humanity is that man is a rational animal. On Aristotle’s view being truly human involves 

having both a physical body but also an intellectual soul. To be a rational animal is to be 

a human being possessed of a physical body and an intellectual or rational soul. The 

church fathers seemed to have accepted Aristotle’s view of what human nature is. 
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At the same time they also believed that God has a nature. God possesses certain essential 

attributes such as omnipotence, omniscience, eternity, moral perfection, and so forth. The 

question that they faced was how do we understand the incarnation of the Logos – the 

second person of the Trinity? Logos, you’ll recall, is the Greek word for “reason” or 

“word.” The challenge was how do we understand the incarnation of the Logos, the 

second person of the Trinity? 

The church fathers were unanimous in thinking that the incarnation was not a matter of 

the Logos’ divesting himself of certain attributes of divinity in order to turn himself into a 

human being. That sort of conception would be more akin to Greco-Roman pagan ideas. 

In Greco-Roman mythology, for example, Zeus is said to have turned himself into a bull 

or turned himself into a swan. The notion of the incarnation in Christian thinking is not 

that the second person of the Trinity somehow turned himself into a human being. Doing 

so would mean that he thereby ceased to be God. The Christian affirmation is that Jesus 

is both God and man simultaneously. In the incarnation the Logos did not abandon or lay 

aside his divine nature. That meant that the incarnation could only be conceived as the 

Logos acquiring an additional nature to the nature that he already possessed as God. The 

incarnation for the church fathers was not a matter of subtraction but of addition. It is not 

that the Logos subtracted some of his divine attributes in order to turn himself into a 

human being. It was rather that the Logos, being fully God (fully divine) acquired, in 

addition to his divine nature, a human nature as well. The question was how this 

acquisition of a human nature by the Logos is to be understood. 

Advocates of a Monophysite Christology or a one-nature Christology, held that after the 

incarnation the Logos possessed a single divine-human nature, a kind of mixture of 

divinity and humanity together. Some of them understood the incarnation to be a matter 

of the Logos’ clothing himself with flesh, assuming a human body as his own. Sometimes 

they thought that Christ’s flesh was deified in virtue of its union with the Logos. 

By contrast, proponents of a Dyophysite, or two-nature, Christology, believed that the 

incarnation of the Logos involved not simply taking on human flesh (a human body) but a 

complete human nature, that is to say both a human body and a rational soul.6 The Logos 

at conception in Mary’s womb was joined to a human being. So the incarnation involved 

the existence of a complete human being and a complete divine being that were somehow 

joined together at conception in Mary’s womb.7 
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Lecture 2: Apollinarianism (Monophysitism) 

Last time we talked about the two broad schools of thought in the early church 

concerning the person of Christ. These are typically called the Alexandrian School 

(because it was centered in Alexandria, Egypt), and the Antiochean School of 

Christology (centered in Antioch). But I suggested that these geographical names are 

probably not as elucidating as the descriptions Monophysite vs. Dyophysite Christology. 

That is to say, one-nature versus two-nature Christology. 

The proponents of a Monophysite, or one-nature, Christology held that the second person 

of the Trinity – the Logos – possessed a single divine-human nature. Some of them 

understood the incarnation to be a matter of the Logos clothing himself with flesh 

assuming a human body as his own. By contrast, the proponents of a two-nature 

Christology emphasized that in the incarnation the Logos took on not just a human body 

but a complete human nature and therefore both a rational soul and a human body. On 

this view the Logos was joined at conception with the man (the human being) that was 

born by Mary, Jesus’ mother. The incarnation on this view thus involved the union of a 

complete human being and a complete divine being. Those are the two contesting schools 

of Christology in the early church: the Monophysite and the Dyophysite view. 

Let’s look more specifically at the Monophysite Christology. 

One of the most creative of the Alexandrian thinkers whose thought was to be very 

influential in the course of the Christological controversies was Apollinarius8. 

Apollinarius was a bishop in Laodicea who flourished in the mid-fourth century. He died 

in 390. Apollinarius argued that it’s impossible for Christ to have both a complete human 

nature and a complete divine nature because that would simply amount to God indwelling 

a human being and that falls short of having a true incarnation. He said that if in addition 

to the divine mind of the Logos there was also a human mind of Jesus then the Logos did 

not really achieve a full incarnation. The Logos simply indwelt the man Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

On Apollinarius’ ingenious solution to this problem of getting a real genuine incarnation 

he appealed to his anthropology. Apollinarius had a tripartite anthropology. That is to say 

there are three parts that go to make up human being. The outermost part would be the 

human body, or soma. In addition to the body, or soma, however there is also the animal 

soul or psuche. This being merely an animal soul, it’s like the soul that other animals 

have, it is simply an animating principle that makes the body alive rather than a corpse. In 

human beings there is a third part which is the human mind, or the nous. On Apollinarius’ 

anthropology, human beings are made up of a body (a soma), and animal soul (psuche), 
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and a rational soul or mind (the nous). On his doctrine of the incarnation the divine Logos 

took the place of the human nous or mind. Thus, in Jesus there was not a human mind; 

rather it was a divine mind. It was the mind of the Logos. As a result, on Apollinarius’ 

Christology, you can see that the Logos was constitutionally united with human being. 

The person Jesus of Nazareth was a divine person with a human body and an ordinary 

animal soul. In Christ there exists a single nature which has a divine part – the Logos – 

and then purely ordinary human parts (the soma and psuche). So it is a single nature 

which has a part that is co-essential with God (the Logos) and parts which are co-

essential with us, namely the flesh and the animal spirit. 

The Logos, by being constitutionally joined with humanity in this way, came to 

experience the world through his flesh. He was able to act in the world by using the flesh 

– his body – as an instrument. So the body for the incarnate Logos was both a means of 

experiencing the world and also a means of acting in the world. Since there is only a 

single intellect or mind in Christ which just is the Logos, that means that Christ was 

without sinful desires and indeed incapable of sinning because it’s impossible that the 

Logos could sin. On Apollinarius’ anthropology the seat or locus of the sinful instincts in 

human beings is the nous, and Jesus didn’t have a human mind or nous; instead it was the 

Logos and therefore he was utterly without sin and indeed incapable of sinning because 

the second person of the Trinity could not sin. 

In advocating this understanding of the incarnation, Apollinarius stood in the tradition of 

the great Alexandrian theologians. For example, the great Athanasius, one of the 

champions of Nicene orthodoxy at the Council of Nicaea, always spoke of the Logos’ 

taking on flesh. He never refers to the human soul of Jesus. For example, Athanasius 

affirms in his Orations Against the Arians, “In nature the Word himself [the Logos] is 

impassable.” The divine nature cannot suffer. Yet he says, “because of that flesh which 

he put on these things are ascribed to him since they belong to the flesh and the body 

itself belongs to the Savior.” So the Logos could experience suffering, exhaustion, 

hunger, thirst, and so forth through the flesh which he took on even though in his own 

nature he is incapable of suffering. Apollinarius typically thinks of the incarnation in 

terms of the Logos’ taking on flesh. 

Apollinarianism gave us a genuine incarnation; not simply an indwelling of God in a 

human being, but a constitutional union of divinity and humanity. It’s no more, I think, 

intrinsically implausible than the union of the human soul and the human body because 

on this view the Logos just takes the place of the human soul. If anthropological dualism 

is plausible (that is to say, if we think of human beings as a union of soul and body) then 

it doesn’t seem any more difficult to think of a union of the Logos and humanity on that 



model.9 The model that Apollinarius offered insures the unity of Christ’s person – there is 

only one person who Christ is, namely he is the Logos clothed with flesh. It also explains 

how the Logos could participate in human suffering through his taking on of a human 

body.  

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Is the Logos then subject to temptation? 

Dr. Craig: That’s a really good question. He needs to be subject to temptation because 

even though he was incapable of sin, nevertheless he was tempted by Satan in the 

wilderness. Right? I think that’s an open question on Apollinarius’ view. I’ll return to it 

later. If we think of the incarnation as Superman disguised as Clark Kent than those 

temptations would bounce off of him like bullets bounce off Superman. There is no real 

lure; no real temptation. That doesn’t seem right. It seems like we want to say that Jesus 

really was tempted just as we are but he resisted those temptations, and that’s going to 

require some finessing. Hold on to that question. I think on Apollinarianism it is difficult 

to see how the Logos could be really tempted if he is there in the flesh in the place of a 

human mind. That’s a really good question that you are raising. We will need to talk 

about that more. The question reveals that you understand the model. 

Student: Hebrews 4:15 and 16 says that he was tempted in every way just as we are. If 

that adds to it. 

Dr. Craig: Right. He was tempted in every way as we are. I think that we would want to 

say he didn’t just blow these temptations away like smoke but that he felt their allure. 

That’s going to be one of the constraints on an acceptable model for the incarnation. 

Student: James says God cannot be tempted with evil, nor does he tempt any man. So I 

think for me it is not a problem being a trichotomist. The other side of that is to discuss 

temptation either as a noun or a verb and whether you are the agent or the object and as 

the object whether you are affected. 

Dr. Craig: OK. These are really good questions. You now presents the other side. James 

says God cannot be tempted with evil, and since the Logos is God, how could he be 

tempted except in the sense, as I say (and I like the way you distinguished the object and 

the agent), Satan was the agent of temptation. He came against Christ – the Logos – with 

these promises of world dominion and sustenance in the wilderness. He came against him 

with these temptations. But the question that is being raised here is did Jesus really feel 

those temptations or were they just like bullets bouncing off Superman? You’ve got 
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scriptures that seem to be on both sides as we’ve seen. We’ll have to talk about that some 

more. I don’t think Apollinarianism itself decides the answer to that for us. 

Student: How does this view resonate with perfect being theology? Because God, as a 

maximally great being, cannot even possibly sin in any possible world. The very fact that 

he is tempted to sin makes me . . . 

Dr. Craig: What you are raising is a question about a much later medieval thinker’s 

conception of God – St. Anselm – who flourished during the eleventh century. So this is 

some seven centuries later. You’ll remember we encountered St. Anselm when we talk 

about the ontological argument for the existence of God. Anselm defined God as the 

greatest conceivable being, or the most perfect being (as you say).10 The question would 

be: can you unite Anselm’s concept of God with an Apollinarian Christology? It seems to 

me that, yes, you could. Apollinarius would maintain with Anselm that God is the 

greatest conceivable being and that therefore the Logos is impassable, cannot suffer, 

cannot be affected, and that he is incapable of sin. So even if he was tempted by the devil 

there’s no possibility he could have given in. There’s no possible world (as you say) in 

which Christ succumbed to Satan and sinned because God cannot sin. So the question 

will be: given that view of divinity, what remains of the temptations of Jesus? Are they 

just showpieces but not really a kind of existential allure on Jesus’ part? If that’s the case 

how can he sympathize with us as our high priest, as someone earlier said, if these 

temptations have no effect on him? Remember Apollinarius wants to say that even 

though the Logos is impassable in the divine nature, in the flesh he is passable. He can 

experience hunger and thirst and fatigue and pain and so forth in the flesh. Maybe that 

would provide room for Apollinarius to say that he felt the force and the allure of the 

temptations in his human nature but not in his divine nature. We’ll talk about it some 

more later on. 

Student: Christ is the second Adam. In physical, psychological, and spiritual they are all 

of the same except that the will in Adam – the first Adam – was in naïvety toward 

temptation. But in the second Adam there is a clear alignment as Hebrew 10:7 says, “I 

have come to do your will.” All elements are the same except the prime minister of the 

body kingdom – that will – is redirected and so the priority is different. That is what he 

wants us to follow into. 

Dr. Craig: She is making a very subtle distinction. She’s pointing out that Adam did not 

have a will that perfectly did the moral good. Rather, she put it “it was innocent” or 

“naïve.” It was not a guilty will, but that didn’t mean it was a perfect will as Christ’s was. 

So while we want to say Adam was sinless, we don’t mean that he was morally perfect in 

the way that Christ is. He was naïve, morally speaking. He was innocent until he fell into 
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sin. Whereas Christ, as the Logos, would not simply be naïve; he would be morally 

perfect. He’s the greatest conceivable being who cannot but do the good. There is an even 

more radical difference though, and that is Adam after the fall had a corrupted will. He 

had a will which was no longer capable of doing the good, but was a will that was in 

bondage to sin, whereas Christ’s will (even his human will) was not in bondage to sin. 

Christ did not have a fallen sinful nature. His humanity was more like Adam’s prior to 

the fall. But insofar as he was the Logos – the second person of the Trinity – you are quite 

right in saying he had a will that was morally perfect. 

Student: When we are restored in the second coming and our bodies will be restored, and 

it says we will be like Christ, are we going to be like Adam – go back to Adam, capable 

of being perfect but not perfect the way Christ is? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I would say that we don’t need to retrogress all the way back to a state of 

innocence, but certainly we would now have wills that are capable of doing the good and 

are no longer in bondage to sin. That doesn’t mean we are perfect. I would imagine in 

heaven that moral growth is potentially infinite, but we could never become as good as 

God. 

Student: We will be able to sin or not sin?11 Capable of sinning? That’s my question. 

Dr. Craig: That’s raising a really deep theological question which we can’t decide here. 

What we know is that the blessed in heaven will not sin. There is no danger that someone 

in heaven will sin and fall away and be cast out. But does that imply that they cannot sin 

or simply that they are so restored and renewed and enraptured by the love of Christ that 

they simply will not sin even though they still have free will? I think that’s an open 

question that we don’t need to decide now.  

Student: It appears that if we could not sin that we would be a bunch of little gods 

running around. 

Dr. Craig: It doesn’t mean that we would be perfect. I could see where God might take 

away the freedom to sin in heaven so that human beings would not even have the ability 

to sin anymore. But I’m not going to defend that position here. It does seem to me to be 

an open question at least. 

Student: I’ve heard some Bible teachers teach that the sin nature is passed down from the 

father’s lineage which is why Jesus incarnate had a physical mother but not a physical 

father. Have you ever heard that, and if so what do you think? 

Dr. Craig: I have never heard that. I think that is absolutely bizarre to think that males 

propagate the sin nature. In fact, you know the funny thing . . . [laughter] the women 
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here think maybe that is a good doctrine! It is so funny because the teaching of the 

Roman Catholic Church was exactly in the opposite direction. In order to avoid Jesus 

inheriting original sin from Mary, his mother, he not only had to be virgin born but Mary 

herself had to be immaculately conceived. The Immaculate Conception is not Jesus’ 

conception. His conception was virginal. The Immaculate Conception is the Catholic 

doctrine (very late developing in church history) that Mary was conceived without 

original sin. I think insofar as the Catholics recognize that original sin can be passed on 

by any human person regardless of his or her sex, they are right in saying that Mary 

would have naturally passed on original sin to Jesus even if he were virginally conceived. 

Whether you want to deal with that by Immaculate Conception is neither here nor there 

but I think that they’re quite right in saying that the sex of the parent wouldn’t have any 

impact upon whether or not you are conceived without original sin. 

Student: Back to the discussion of “if we can sin in heaven,” isn’t it true that God will not 

allow any evil into heaven, there will be no more tears? So if there’s no evil in heaven 

there’s no stimulation to sin in heaven. 

Dr. Craig: Right, there wouldn’t be any stimulation to sin in heaven because there is no 

evil present there. Yes, but think of the angels who we believe fell originally – the 

primordial fall of the angels. There wasn’t any sort of evil there, I think, that would tempt 

the angels to fall. It was just a sort of pride perhaps that led to the angelic fall. So one 

might imagine someone in heaven with the ability to value some lesser finite good 

instead of God himself, and that would be sin. That won't happen, but the question is 

“Could it happen?” In a sense the position you were laying out there is it could happen 

that someone would sin – they have free will to sin – but they never will because there 

wouldn’t be any motivation to sin – no provocation. Therefore even though they have 

freedom of the will to sin, there’s no worries because there would be no provocation, no 

motivation. As I say, I’m worried about the angelic fall there that one didn’t seem to have 

any kind of provocation there either but it occurred.12 

Student: Could that be considered a special dispensation? 

Dr. Craig: You could say that that was just a special case and it wouldn’t be like the 

blessed in heaven but, yeah, this is an open question. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me say a few words before we close about the reception of Apollinarianism. Despite 

its advantages, Apollinarianism was condemned in the year 377 by a synod in Rome. 

Two deficiencies of Apollinarian Christology seemed especially serious to the church 

fathers. 
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1. A body without a mind is a truncation of human nature. A body without a mind is not a 

true human nature. By merely clothing himself in flesh, the Logos did not truly become a 

man for essential to humanity (to human nature) is a rational soul as well as a human 

body, and Christ did not have a human soul. He was like us only with respect to his flesh, 

and that is a mere animal nature. 

The church father, Gregory of Nyssa, accused Apollinarius of saying that the incarnation 

was a matter of God’s becoming an animal. That’s all it really amounted to. The 

incarnation of the Logos was God not becoming a man but becoming an animal. 

Therefore Apollinarianism is unacceptable because it denies the true humanity of Christ. 

2. If Christ lacked a human mind then he did not truly redeem the human mind. This is 

rooted in the fundamental principle which underlay the entire incarnation, and that is the 

principle quod non est assumptum non est sanatum – that which is not assumed is not 

saved. That is to say, if the Logos did not assume a human nature then he did not save 

human nature. And he didn’t on this view assume a human nature. He just assumed an 

animal nature. Therefore human nature is not saved. Therefore the Apollinarian 

Christology, it was charged, would undermine the Christian doctrine of salvation. 

Those are the two principal criticisms of Apollinarianism. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I just want to say something real quick about something. Somebody had 

mentioned that sin is passed through the male. Karl Barth I believe came up with that. So 

I believe that is roughly one hundred years old. But I have actually seen that. I don’t 

know what to say otherwise. Now my question is when we are talking about “what is not 

assumed, cannot be saved” - forgive me for doing this but – when it comes to the matter 

of Christ’s will, I believe you believe he has one will whereas I believe that it is orthodox 

to say that he had actually two wills. So my question would be if he does not have not 

just two natures but two wills and then if there is not the will then how can he redeem our 

will? How can he redeem it if he doesn’t possess it? 

Dr. Craig: You are jumping way ahead. We will come back to that, but you have 

pinpointed a problem that the church fathers would have agreed with. They would have 

been totally in agreement with you that on this view there was just a single will in Christ 

– the will of the Logos. There was no human will because there was no human mind, and 

therefore how could the human will be redeemed? It wasn’t assumed by Christ. So they 

would agree with your critique. Indeed your critique just is a kind of reverberation of the 

second point that I mentioned.13 
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Student: The salvation is merely a restoration of God’s creation. So Christ comes to save 

us just to restore us back to before the fall. So the fall is due to a rebellion of the will. 

Talking about sin passing down male because a lot of times males carry that will power 

because females have to submit to that which caused the emotional depravity which just 

kind of perpetuates with both emotion and will. I think Christ you can say is just like 

Adam except his will is reconciled with God in perfection where he will bring us into that 

reconciliation which means that when Jesus comes he will say the Kingdom of God is at 

hand and we say your Kingdom come. The Kingdom is here on Earth in relationship. 

When our relationship is reconnected with God as Christ is then we are in heaven. So our 

will will be like Christ, cannot be tempted because it is Christ living in us. 

Dr. Craig: All right. My main concern would be when you said something about Christ 

has a will that is reconciled to God. 

Student. I mean it is one. He helps us to reconcile. 

Dr. Craig: On orthodox Christology, Christ had a divine will (which is the will of the 

Logos which is impeccable – that is to say, it could not sin) and a human will (which 

never falls – he never sins with the human will) but the human will agrees with and 

follows the divine will. I do think that in heaven you would be right in saying that our 

wills would be like Christ’s human will in that we would be restored and put back into a 

position where our wills can do God’s righteous will and are not bound by sin anymore. 

END DISCUSSION 

All right. This was a good discussion today. What we’ll do next time is look at the 

Antiochean school of Christology which insisted against Apollinarius that in the 

incarnation Christ had two complete natures – a human nature and a divine nature – and 

we will see the problems that this view led to for proponents of the Antiochean school.14 
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Lecture 3: Antiochean Christology (Dyophysitism) 

In our study of the incarnation we’ve been looking at two competing schools of 

Christological thought among the church fathers: first, the Alexandrian school which held 

to a one-nature Christology or Monophysitism (one-nature having divine and human 

elements in Christ), and on the other hand the Antiochean school of Christology which 

held to a Dyophysite view of Christ (Christ had two natures – one human and one 

divine). 

The Antiochean Dyophysite view of Christology implied that Christ had two complete 

natures: human and divine. Christ possessed all of the properties which are essential to a 

complete human nature including both a rational soul and a human body. 

One of the most prominent of the Antiochean theologians was Theodore of Mopsuestia 

who was the author of a treatise on the incarnation called On the Incarnation. In this 

work Theodore thinks of the incarnation as a very special form of indwelling on the part 

of the Logos. By means of this indwelling, the Logos (or the second person of the Trinity) 

attached himself to the man Jesus at the moment of conception in Mary’s womb. Because 

God is omnipresent and provident over everything that happens in history, Theodore says 

that God is present in his essence to all things both in their existence and in their 

operation. But by his good pleasure he chooses to be more intimately related to some 

things than to others. While God is essentially present in the existence and operation of 

everything, he especially is present in Christ according to his good pleasure. In Christ 

God was pleased to dwell as in a Son. 

Theodore affirmed that there is only one person in Christ. But he also held at the same 

time that both of his natures – the human nature and the divine nature – are complete and 

moreover that each nature has its own peculiar hypostasis or property bearer or thing that 

bears that nature (the human nature or the divine nature). 

Moreover, he thought of the union of the Logos with the man Jesus in terms of a 

functional unity of love and will. The way in which the Logos and the man Jesus were 

one was a functional unity of mutual love and harmonious will. The person that they 

constitute seems to be a person just in a sort of functionally unified sense of presenting a 

common face or (as he put it) prosopon. This was the word that was used in the Greek 

theater for the mask that an actor would wear. It seemed that the prosopon or the person 

that they presented to us was simply a kind of functionally unified face in virtue of their 

harmonious will and mutual love. 

As you can imagine, Theodore’s affirmation that there is only one person in Christ was 

viewed with suspicion by his detractors. If each nature has its own hypostasis and is a 



person merely in this sort of functional sense then it seems that he doesn’t really believe 

that there is just one person in Christ.15 

But it wasn’t Theodore that really came under attack for positing two persons in Christ. 

Rather, the person most often associated with this view is Nestorius, who was the 

patriarch of the city of Constantinople in 428. Nestorius affirmed that in Christ there are 

two complete natures. Nestorius especially objected to Mary’s being referred to as 

theotokos which means “the bearer” or “mother” of God. Mary, in Christian piety, was 

referred to as theotokos – “the mother of God” or “the bearer of God” since she bore 

Christ. Nestorius objected to this sort of language with regard to Mary. He said Mary 

bore only the man Jesus. She did not bear the divine Logos. Mary is not the mother of the 

Logos. She is simply the mother of the man Jesus who was united with the Logos in the 

incarnation. What was formed or conceived in Mary’s womb grew up, was crucified, 

buried, was not God. Rather, it was this man, Jesus. But he is called God because of the 

divinity of the one who assumed him as his human nature; namely the Logos. 

So the Alexandrian theologians believed that despite his protestations to the contrary, 

Nestorius’ view really was committed to the position that there are in Christ two persons 

– two Sons, one human and one divine. I think it is very easy to see why these 

Alexandrian theologians thought that Nestorius was committed to such a position even 

though he claimed that he did not believe in two persons or Sons. If each of Christ’s 

natures is complete, each one has its own complete set of rational faculties, then it is 

difficult to see why you wouldn’t have two persons or two Sons in Christ. 

The Alexandrian theologians by this time had to admit the existence of a human soul in 

Christ because Apollinarius had already been condemned for denying that. They couldn’t 

explain the solution to the dilemma of how you could have both a human soul and body 

and the divine mind without having two persons, but they were certain that the Bible does 

not teach that there are two Sons. There is only one Son of God; only one person. 

Cyril of Alexandria, who was an Alexandrian theologian, wrote the following: “when he 

was made flesh, we do not define the indwelling in him in precisely the same manner as 

that in which one speaks of an indwelling in the saints . . .” So the Logos’ indwelling of 

Christ is not like the indwelling that you and I experience when the Holy Spirit indwells 

us. Cyril says, “but being united by nature and not changed into flesh, he effected such an 

indwelling as the soul of man might be said to have in its own body.”16 Cyril thinks of the 

indwelling of the Logos in Christ as on the analogy of the way in which your soul 

indwells your body. I think the problem with this analogy is very apparent. It either 

supports Apollinarianism which says that Christ didn’t have a human soul but the Logos 
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was the soul of Christ (the Logos took the place of the soul of Christ) and so has the same 

relation to Jesus’ body that your soul has to your body, or else if that is not correct then it 

supports Nestorianism, namely the Son assumes a whole person who has both a soul and 

a body so that you wind up with two persons.17 Cyril couldn’t really explain how you can 

have two complete natures in Christ without having two persons. 

Nestorianism was condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431. The real problem with 

Nestorianism was that it couldn’t really posit a genuine union of God and man in Christ. 

At best it was a sort of indwelling of God in the man Jesus. That is just a kind of 

ontological juxtaposition of divinity and humanity and not really a genuine union of 

divinity and humanity in Christ. But if having a complete human nature involved having 

a human personality and self-consciousness then it seems very, very difficult, given the 

rejection of Apollinarianism, to affirm two natures in Christ without lapsing into 

Nestorianism. 

The church had condemned both Apollinarianism and Nestorianism by this time. The 

difficulty was how in the world do you chart a path forward given these condemnations? 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: This sounds just like Apollinarianism – is he saying Jesus has a divine soul but 

not a human? 

Dr. Craig: Whom are you talking about? 

Student: Nestorius. The one we were just talking about. How is that different again from 

Apollinarius’ view? 

Dr. Craig: Apollinarius denied that Christ has a human soul. He said that in Christ the 

soul was replaced by the Logos – the second person of the Trinity. So he had a human 

body, he had a human animal soul that animated a body, but he didn’t have a nous or a 

mind. He didn’t have a human mind. The Logos was the mind of the incarnate Christ. 

Nestorius, on the other hand, believed that the Logos did not simply assume flesh. He did 

not simply clothe himself with an inanimate human body. Rather, he had a human mind 

or soul as well. Think of the man Jesus being conceived in Mary’s womb with both a 

body and a soul that are purely and merely human, and somehow the Logos takes that 

man and makes him his own. He assumes that man in an incarnation through some sort of 

special indwelling or some sort of union. That would be more the Nestorian view. 

Student: I wonder if the problem arises from a definitional standpoint in terms of defining 

a man as having a body, a soul, and a mind. If you say that is the complete totality of a 

man then you would naturally run into this problem when you want to have a man and 
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God in one body. I wonder what their definition of a soul is, because it seems that some 

of them are trying to insert God in that place of a soul but then you contradict those that 

would say that you need the soul of a man to have that combination. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I do think that it does tend to hinge on your view of human anthropology 

– what makes someone a human person. The idea of a soul here is a rational soul or a 

mind. That is the idea. In Christ there was a human mind, a rational mind, as well as the 

Logos. So the question is: how do you affirm both of those things without having two 

persons – one the human person (Jesus), and the other the divine person (the Logos)? 

That is the problem. 

Student: In the Nestorian view, did they believe in the virgin birth or was that 

unnecessary? 

Dr. Craig: He did believe in the virgin birth. But what he thought was conceived in 

Mary’s womb was the man Jesus. Through the power of the Holy Spirit she miraculously 

conceived this man, Jesus.18 Of course when I say “man” I mean human being. I don’t 

mean he was an adult. But she conceived this human being who grew up to become Jesus 

of Nazareth. This was a miraculous virgin birth. But you can see on Nestorius’ view why 

he objected to saying Mary is the mother of God because he thought the individual she 

gave birth to and bore and conceived was this man – this human person – Jesus. She 

didn’t give birth to or conceive the Logos. That was why he objected to this language of 

the mother of God. 

Student: The problem goes away if you are a trichotomist because the spirit of the Logos 

is the spirit of Christ. The soul is the man – that is volition, cognition, emotion. 

Dr. Craig: Well, it seems to me that what you are saying is just Apollinarianism because 

Apollinarius was a trichotomist with respect to human nature. Remember he said human 

nature is composed of a body, a soul, and a mind. You can call one of those elements 

“spirit” instead. But if that is part of what it is to be a human being then if the Logos 

replaced that part then that is basically Apollinarianism. You are saying there is a part of 

that human being that was replaced by the Logos. 

Student: Yes, but it still makes it a three-part human being. 

Dr. Craig: That is the question. Does it? 

Student: A unique three-part human being, but it is not unlike us when we become 

believers. Proverbs says our spirit is God’s candle. 
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Dr. Craig: Right. But you and I don’t have a divine part in our human makeup. We have 

a human spirit or mind or soul or something but it is not like we are God incarnate. There 

is something different. 

Student: I would say the spirit is a spiritual essence that is different than what we would 

call a soul which I would say would be mind, body . . . 

Dr. Craig: I understand, but to repeat, whatever you call this third element, if it is not 

there but is replaced by the Logos then you’ve got Apollinarianism and you’ve got the 

objections to it then to consider and show why those objections don’t go through. 

Student: Under Nestorius’ view, would Jesus have had two distinct consciousnesses – 

human and divine? Some sort of multiple personality? 

Dr. Craig: That seems to be the implication, doesn’t it? On Nestorianism Christ had two 

minds. One would be the human mind which began like an infant in Mary’s womb and 

then grew in wisdom, as Luke says, as well as stature. Was a boy and grew up. Was 

limited in knowledge. Yes. That seems to be right. This is a sort of different mind than 

the mind of the Logos which is omniscient at all times. So the question would be: how 

can you have that and not have two persons? Because the Nestorians did not want to say 

there are two persons. 

Student: Did Apollinarius ever address the emptying of himself? What does that imply? 

Dr. Craig: I don’t know. All we have from Apollinarius are fragments of his work which 

I have read. In these fragments I don’t remember that he addressed this question that is 

raised in Philippians where it says Christ emptied himself and took on a form of a 

servant. He may well have appealed to that but I do not know. I don’t think we have got 

enough writings from him extant. Most of what we know about him would be from 

secondary sources attacking that position. 

Student: According to Bill Gothard, the human has three parts – spirit, soul, and body. In 

God’s design and God is spirit so that part of us communicates with him.19 The soul, 

comprised of mind, emotion, and will, carries that into our physical activities the body 

carries out. That is supposed to be the design. But since humans are fallen, the spirit died. 

So the soul tried to capture the body stimulus and tried to make a person come alive. 

Instead of the priority of spirit-fed, it is body-fed and kind of pseudo-spirit. It is a matter 

of priority. Since Christ’s Spirit is perfectly linked with God, he has this spirit-fed body 

where we don’t. We have body-fed kind of pseudo-spirit. It is almost just a reverse of the 

priority in what dominates a person.  
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Dr. Craig: I don’t want to dispute your view of humanity, but I think you are raising the 

same point that was raised a moment ago. And that is if this spirit (whatever that is) is 

essential to being a human being then if Christ didn’t have it you’ve got Apollinarianism. 

If the Logos replaced the spirit then there is some essential component of human nature 

that Christ didn’t have. If you say on the other hand this isn’t really essential to being a 

human being to have this spirit, what is essential is just the soul and the body, then it 

seems to me you’ve got Nestorianism because you’ve got then a human being who has a 

mind as well as a body and is fully conscious, and the question would be why isn’t this 

then another person? I hope that you can see the problem here. I am not trying to resolve 

the problem. I am not trying to dispute your anthropology. But just to help you to see the 

conundrum that Christians face in trying to understand how Christ could have two 

complete natures and yet there not be two persons. 

Student: Did any of these theologians believe that Christ became human or took on a 

human form for the first time when Mary actually conceived or did they have any 

concept of theophanies at this point? A lot of people today believe that the second person 

of the Trinity – the Son of God – came to Earth and talked, walked, ate in human form 

several times in the Old Testament. I was curious as to how that worked with any of 

these. 

Dr. Craig: Interesting question. Let me say a couple of things. I would say that these 

theologians would affirm with orthodoxy Christianity that there is only one God 

incarnate, and that is Jesus. These prior appearances of God in human form in these 

theophanies were just that – they were mere appearances. They weren’t genuine 

incarnations. That didn’t take place until the conception in Mary’s womb. Interestingly 

enough, Apollinarius did generate some controversy by thinking that somehow the 

human nature of Christ was already included in divinity. Somehow the Logos already was 

the sort of archetypal man. In that sense humanity was included in the Logos already. I’ll 

say something more about that later on because I think that is a promising direction to 

pursue. That is a good question. 

Student: Do we believe – or do you believe – that in these theophanies he probably knew 

what his body would look like later and took on that same body or is that just something 

where there is no way we can possibly know. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is purely conjectural. I don’t think there is any way to know 

something like that.20 
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Student: I think the nature of this discussion that we are having shows that the early 

church was committed to trinitarianism. Despite the difficulties, it doesn’t seem like 

anybody was trying to go the unitarian route. Were they challenged by unitarians? 

Dr. Craig: No. You are quite right. Remember we surveyed in our discussion on the 

Trinity the trinitarian controversies of the third and fourth centuries. These were followed 

by these Christological controversies. For all parties here they assumed the truth of the 

Nicene Creed which had been promulgated in 325 and said that Christ is fully God. 

Right, this is common ground trinitarian theology that then needed to be sorted out as to 

how the second person of the Trinity related to his human nature. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me conclude our lesson today by quoting from the Council of Chalcedon which was 

convened in the year 451 by the Emperor at the request of the Pope Leo the Great in 

order to settle this controversy between Antioch and Alexandria. The statement of the 

Council of Chalcedon carefully charts a middle course between Antioch and Alexandria. 

I want to conclude by simply quoting from the Chalcedonian settlement before we next 

time look at it in detail. This is what the Council declared: 

We. . . confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in 

Godhead and also perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man, of a reasonable 

soul and body; consubstantial [homoousios] with the Father according to the 

Godhead, and consubstantial [homoousios] with us according to the manhood, 

like us in all things except sin; begotten before all ages of the Father according to 

the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the 

Virgin Mary, the Mother of God [theotokos], according to the manhood, one and 

the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-Begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures 

without confusion, without change, without division, without separation, the 

difference of the natures being by no means taken away because of the union, but 

rather the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person 

[prosopon] and one Subsistence [hypostasis], not divided or separated into two 

Persons, but one and the same Son and only-begotten God, Word, Lord Jesus 

Christ. . . . 

This statement is a profound theological statement. Next time we meet we will want to 

examine it in detail to see the safe channel for Christological speculation that the Council 

sought to establish for the church.21 
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Lecture 4: Council of Chalcedon 

In our study of the doctrine of the person of Christ, we’ve come to the Council of 

Chalcedon which in 451 promulgated a statement aimed at settling the controversy 

between the Alexandrian and the Antiochean schools of Christology. I want to review 

with you again this statement before making some comments on it and proceeding. 

Here is what the Council declared: 

We. . . confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in 

Godhead and also perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man, of a reasonable 

soul and body; consubstantial [homoousios] with the Father according to the 

Godhead, and consubstantial [homoousios] with us according to the manhood, 

like us in all things except sin; begotten before all ages of the Father according to 

the Godhead, and in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the 

Virgin Mary, the Mother of God [theotokos], according to the manhood, one and 

the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-Begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures 

without confusion, without change, without division, without separation, the 

difference of the natures being by no means taken away because of the union, but 

rather the property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person 

[prosopon] and one Subsistence [hypostasis], not divided or separated into two 

Persons, but one and the same Son and only-begotten God, Word, Lord Jesus 

Christ. . . . 

The Chalcedonian settlement is a ringing endorsement of Dyophysite (or two-natures) 

Christology. Christ is declared here to exist in two natures whose distinction remains 

even after their union in Christ in the incarnation. Moreover, Apollinarianism is 

implicitly rejected in the statement that Christ is not only perfect in his deity and is truly 

God but is also perfect in his humanity and is truly man, having both a rational soul and 

body. You remember that Apollinarius denied that Christ’s human nature had a rational 

soul. 

At the same time, however, in agreement with Monophysite Christology (or one-nature 

Christology), the settlement insists on there being only one person, one Son in Christ. 

Thus the excesses of Nestorianism are ruled out. You remember Nestorius was accused 

of having two Sons, two persons, in Christ – one human and one divine. 

The words, “person” and “hypostasis” are taken as synonyms in this statement. You 

notice it says “they concur in one person and one subsistence.” So the incarnation on this 

view becomes a kind of mirror image of the Trinity. In the Trinity there are multiple 

persons in one nature. In the incarnation there are multiple natures in one person. You 



can see that they are sort of a mirror image of each other. In the Trinity there are multiple 

persons in one nature, but in the incarnation you have multiple natures in one person.22 

I want to draw attention to the series of four adjectives that the settlement uses: without 

confusion, without change, without division, without separation. These serve as a 

reminder that the two natures of Christ must be kept distinct from each other and not 

blended together or merged. Moreover, the unity of Christ’s person must not in any way 

be compromised by separating it or dividing it. 

The first two adjectives, “without confusion” (that is, without fusing them together into 

one thing – that’s the literal meaning of “con-fusion” – without fusing them together into 

one thing) and “without change” are aimed at the Alexandrian tendency to blend the two 

natures of Christ together as a result of the incarnation. 

The last two adjectives – “without division” and “without separation” – are directed at the 

Antiochean failure to achieve a true union of the two natures so that they are divided or 

separated into two persons. The Chalcedonian settlement makes it very clear that the 

person of Christ must not in any way be divided or separated into two persons. As a result 

of the Council of Chalcedon, it became an imperative of orthodox Christian theology that 

we must neither confuse the natures nor divide the person of Christ. You mustn't confuse 

the natures or divide the person. 

The Chalcedonian formula doesn’t itself tell us how to do this. It doesn’t seek to explain 

the incarnation. But what it does do is set up, as it were, channel markers for legitimate 

Christological speculation. Any theory of Christ’s person must be one in which the 

distinctness of the two natures is preserved and both meet in one person – one Son in 

Christ. It sets down safe waters, as it were, for speculation about the person of Christ. So 

long as you do not confuse the natures on the one hand or divide the persons on the other 

you can navigate safely within the waters of Christological speculation. I think it 

admirably fulfilled the purpose for which it was drawn up. It doesn’t explain the 

incarnation, but it does exclude two possible but unacceptable explanations of the 

incarnation, namely, Apollinarianism on the one hand and Nestorianism on the other. 

And it provides a convenient summary of the essential facts which we must all keep in 

mind when we attempt to penetrate still further into the mystery of the incarnation. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: It is Jesus’ own admission when John 10:34-36 says, 

Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If he 

called them gods to whom the word of God came (and scripture cannot be 
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broken), do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, 

‘You are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? 

Apparently, that was a quote from one of the Psalms – that you are gods.23 I think to 

blend all – Jesus’ divine nature and human nature – this is how I see it. We are created in 

God’s likeness and image. So we have that divine nature if we choose to align ourself to 

God and so we can live out that likeness and image. But because we have not chosen that 

route to align ourselves as Jesus has completely aligned with God, so his human nature is 

submissive to his divine nature where we are the other way around. Does that explain the 

two-natures and we all have the potential? That is why he’s the first fruit. If we learn to 

follow Jesus’ example and have our human nature submit to divine nature and we will be 

as the psalmist says “gods” in a little-g sense? 

Dr. Craig: I would really resist that kind of reading of that. If we literally share in the 

divine nature in the way we are talking about here, that would mean that each of us is 

omnipotent, omniscient, morally perfect, omnipresent, and all the rest. Because those are 

essential properties of God. That is the divine nature. Remember when we talked about 

the attributes of God we saw that God possesses all of those superlative attributes. 

Student: Not the little-g god, no. But the big-G God. 

Dr. Craig: But then we shouldn’t say of the little-g god that it has the divine nature or 

possesses the divine nature because it doesn’t. It’s a creature. It is created, whereas God 

is uncreated, exists necessarily, is self-existent. None of those things is true of the little-g 

god. 

Student: Then how do you explain this passage? 

Dr. Craig: I take it that Jesus is reasoning from sort of the lesser to the greater. If these 

human beings can be called “gods” why should they be offended that Jesus calls himself 

“God.” But he is more truly God than these persons who are addressed by the psalmist. In 

the Old Testament, Hebrew kings and holy men could be called God’s sons, but they 

weren’t literally thought to be God in the way the New Testament thinks that Jesus is 

fully God, fully divine. I wouldn’t take, as you say, that passage to mean God with a 

capital-G. We are clearly creatures who don’t share in the divine nature. Otherwise we 

would have two natures, and we would be like Christ who has two natures (a divine 

nature and a human nature). We have only a human nature. We want that human nature to 

be perfected and sanctified and to become Christ-like in its moral properties. That will 

happen over time as we submit to him. I affirm what you say about submitting to Christ, 

submitting to the Holy Spirit, and then as he does his sanctifying work in him we will 
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become more Christ-like in our character. But we would never become necessary, self-

existent, omnipotent beings. 

Student: No, but do you say that we will live up to the image and likeness he creates us to 

be? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think that is right in the final state. We may not arrive there in this life, 

but in the afterlife we will. But we will still be creatures. We still won’t have a divine 

nature. 

Student: Is Apollinarianism and Nestorianism heresy? Is that heretical? 

Dr. Craig: They are heresies because they were condemned. Yes, each one was 

condemned by the church so they are literally counted by the church as heresies.24 

Student: I think we have to be very careful on how we limit what the Scripture says. It 

says to whom the Scripture the Spirit comes, there God says truly God comes into us. So 

be careful because it says we will be changed as we see him. Exactly when that happens 

so we will be in the same image as him. Also it says we will come and actually rule with 

him. So we need to be careful we don’t exclude ourselves from the salvation he is 

delivering to all of us. 

Dr. Craig: Fair enough. When we talk about the doctrine of man later on we will talk 

about what it means to be in the image of God and for us to be increasingly conformed to 

Christ’s image through God’s sanctifying work in our lives. But I think that we need to 

insist very, very strongly that that dividing line between Creator and creature is never 

erased. We are not going to be deified in the sense that we become God. In a literal sense 

that is nonsense because to be God you’d have to be eternally God. You have to be 

necessarily God. For a human being to be deified would be incoherent because if you are 

God you are always God. You can’t become God. 

Student: There are modern-day churches like the Coptic Church that are non-

Chalcedonian. Can you say anything about what part of it they reject and how that affects 

their Christology? 

Dr. Craig: The Coptic Church is primarily to be found in Egypt. This is a very, very 

ancient Christian confession. It reflects the Alexandrian school of theology and therefore 

tends to be more Monophysite. As you say, they don’t agree with this. This is a 

settlement that was agreed to by Catholics and then later Orthodox and Protestants 

adhered to it, but not Coptics. I have to say that Coptic Christians have written to me 

personally chastising me for saying they don’t agree to two-nature Christology. But so far 

as I understand this tradition, it does reject the Chalcedonian statement and would say 
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that even if Christ had two distinct natures that in the incarnation somehow these are 

blended into one divine-human nature. So they tend to be in the Alexandrian strain of 

Christianity. 

Student: We had touched on this before you left. As being a trichotomist, I see body, 

soul, and spirit as being human, and in Christ the spiritual essence is the Son. That is 

what makes him distinct. He is both fully divine and fully human. 

Dr. Craig: OK, now that is very, very like what Apollinarius said. So the question will be 

(and we’ll take this up) whether or not this viewpoint can be formulated in such a way as 

to avoid the errors of Apollinarianism. 

Student: That’s good to put on the table. I think it answers the question where in John he 

says, I have a body. I can take it up and lay it down. That satisfies where in Timothy it 

says we have this salvation the Gospel in Christ before the foundation of the world. Well, 

he’s got this body parked somewhere before and after (or can park it). 

Dr. Craig: Well, now, wait a minute. Before? Before what? Not before his birth. You 

don’t mean that, do you? 

Student: It says before the foundation of the world he has established this. 

Dr. Craig: Don’t you think that the body of Jesus was conceived in Mary’s womb and it 

didn’t exist prior to that? 

Student: No, but, there were theophanies prior to that. 

Dr. Craig: OK. 

Student: He identified with a specific body in the incarnation, in a specific person in 

Christ. But he says in John 10, which is after the crucifixion and resurrection, I have a 

body, I can take it up and lay it down. For our purposes we see God through Christ 

eternally, but as far as the Son is concerned, he doesn’t necessarily have to stay embodied 

as I read John. This is for our benefit and how he reflects himself to us but not that he has 

to exist that way.25 

Dr. Craig: OK. Well, you are raising additional issues that are of interest like the 

resurrection and the role that that plays in Christ’s permanent possession of a human 

nature – permanently being incarnate. We’ll talk about that later on, but with regard to 

your trichotomist view of human nature, the question will be: can that be formulated in 

such a way that it doesn’t fall into the errors of Apollinarianism that were condemned? 

Student: Could you explain what Paul means by “we are partakers of the divine nature?” 

I know we are not deified. 
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Dr. Craig: Exactly. It doesn’t mean that we become God and that we become, as I say, 

literally necessary, self-existent, eternal, omnipotent, and so forth. I think it means that 

we come to share in immortality and Christlikeness in our characters so that we do 

become God-like in some ways. But we mustn’t blur the distinction between Creator and 

creature. That surely is not Paul’s meaning. 

Student: I studied this little passage recently. Psalm 82 gives the image . . . if you look at 

82:1 it says, “God presides in great assembly. He gives judgment among the gods.” The 

commentaries that I saw, and it seems to fit with the word study . . . elohim is the word 

that is used there. But when it is used in the plurals it refers to rulers. So the images . . . 

he is kind of talking to the rulers, and he is not satisfied with their rulers, with their 

judgments. If you go subsequently, Psalm 82:6, “I said, ‘You are gods [elohim], And you 

are all sons of the Most High. But you will die like mere men. You will fall like [and 

here’s the key] every other ruler.” So I think it makes no sense to say they . . . first of all 

it is in the multiple. We have one God. So when it is used multiple . . . in the lexicon I 

use, the most common usage by far is for human rulers. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. And, as I say, Hebrew kings were not infrequently referred to as “sons of 

God” and here as “gods.” I think you are quite right that this is talking about mere mortal 

creatures that, as you say, will die like the other rulers. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s proceed. I am going to skip over the Protestant Reformation. During the 

Reformation the old debate between Antioch and Alexandria replayed itself in debates 

between the Reformed theologians following John Calvin and the Lutheran theologians 

following Martin Luther. The Lutheran theologians tended to be more Alexandrian. They 

tended to think of the divine attributes as being communicated over to the human nature 

and so fell into danger of blurring or confusing the natures. The Reformed thinkers, on 

the other hand, were more like Antioch. They insisted very strongly on the distinctness 

and separation of the two natures so that there wasn’t any kind of communication of 

attributes between the divine and human natures. 

I want to jump to the 19th century where we do confront a radical new school of 

Christology. This is known as Kenotic Christology. It comes from the Greek word 

kenosis which means “an emptying.” It is used in Philippians 2:5-7 to characterize 

Christ’s incarnation. There you will remember Paul says that Christ did not consider 

equality with God, a thing to be grasped, but he emptied himself taking the form of a 

servant. Kenotic theology attempted to exploit this idea of Christ’s emptying himself in 

taking on human nature.26 
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We can define Kenoticism as the view according to which Christ, in the incarnation, 

ceased to possess certain attributes of deity in order that he could become truly human. 

He literally gave up some of the divine attributes in order to become a human being. This 

raises all sorts of questions about the extent of the kenosis – how far did this emptying 

go? It raises questions about the relationship between the Logos – the second person of 

the Trinity – and the man Jesus. It also raises questions about the status of the divine 

attributes as to which could be given up and which could not be surrendered. Kenotic 

theologians answered these questions in various ways. 

Kenoticism represents a non-Chalcedonian approach to Christology. Why? Because it 

holds that the Logos, in becoming incarnate, changed in his nature where as you will 

remember the Council of Chalcedon says this is without change. Yet, according to the 

Kenotic theologians, the Logos did change in becoming incarnate. This raises the 

question as to whether or not Kenoticism didn’t in fact imply a denial of the deity of the 

incarnate Christ. If he gave up divine attributes then even if he were the same person after 

the incarnation, had he thereby ceased to be God? D. M. Baillie, in his book, God Was In 

Christ, asks, 

Does Christianity, then, teach that God changed into a Man? . . . That at a certain 

point of time, God . . . was transformed into a human being for a period of about 

thirty years? It is hardly necessary to say that the Christian doctrine of the 

Incarnation means nothing like that. . . . it would be grotesque to suggest that the 

Incarnation has anything in common with the metamorphoses of ancient pagan 

mythology . . .27 

In these metamorphoses remember Zeus could turn into a swan or he could turn himself 

into a bull or other sorts of embodied forms. Baillie protests that this would be grotesque 

to think of the incarnation as being like these metamorphoses in ancient pagan 

mythology. He says, “the deity and humanity of Christ are not merely successive 

stages . . . as if He had first been God, then Man, then after the days of His flesh were 

past, God again, with manhood left behind.” No! The doctrine of the incarnation is the 

doctrine that Christ was God and man simultaneously. Baillie therefore charges that 

kenosis, while affirming that the Son of God keeps his personal identity in becoming 

human, nevertheless he has divested himself of the distinctly divine attributes so that in 

becoming human he ceased to be divine. If Jesus is in every sense human then the 

Kenotic theologian is in the position of saying that God has turned himself into a human 

being which seems absurd.  

I think the deeper question raised by Kenotic Christology is the content of the divine 

nature. That is to say, the question is to which properties are essential to deity, to divinity. 
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Baillie holds that any change in God is an essential change from deity. But it is exactly at 

this point that the Kenotic theologians question the traditional doctrine. They argue that 

many of God’s most prominent attributes such as omnipotence, omniscience, 

omnipresence are merely contingent properties of God, not essential properties. Therefore 

he could give up these properties and still remain God. 

The decisive question that we will face in trying to assess Kenotic Christology is going to 

be whether or not so radical a change as they envision (divesting oneself of omnipotence, 

omniscience, and omnipresence) is merely an accidental change in God that is compatible 

with his divine nature, or whether or not Baillie is correct – that this would be an essential 

change in God and therefore Christ would cease to be God in undergoing such a 

change.28 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: That has not been my understanding of what people who hold to the kenosis 

mean by the kenosis. My understanding is they don’t believe that Christ gave up those 

omni-attributes (like omniscience, omnipotence, and so forth) but rather he simply willed 

not to use them. It would be like a person who is seeing not making themselves blind but 

instead simply choosing to close their eyes for a while. 

Dr. Craig: I mentioned that Kenotic theologians had a variety of views. There were 

moderate Kenoticists who would say that in the incarnation Christ still had the properties 

of omniscience, omnipotence, and all the rest, but he simply didn’t use them. That really 

was a position that many of the Reformed theologians held as well who were not 

Kenoticists. Sometimes they would talk about an ocultatsio – a sort of masking of the 

divine attributes so that Christ appeared to be weak, mortal, and all the rest of it, but in 

fact he was eternal, omnipotent, omnipresent God. But on the other hand it simply is true, 

and I can give you references that many of the Kenoticists did say, that in becoming 

incarnate Christ didn’t just relinquish the use of his attributes, he gave up these attributes. 

He divested himself of these divine attributes in order to become incarnate. I am talking 

about this more radical type of Kenoticism than the view that would simply say he 

refrained from using them. 

Student: The more moderate view that I am describing – is that OK and in accord with 

Chalcedon? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think it is. As I say, many of the Reformed theologians would say 

something like that. He freely relinquished use of some of his divine attributes. 

Student: The thought of these attributes of God being contingent – how does he divest 

himself of this? What have they put forth that is the way that God can just throw off 
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certain attributes of his own? How is he God? How do they account for that? As you said 

previously, it just doesn’t make any sense to say that something is God if it doesn’t have 

these necessary attributes of being God. 

Dr. Craig: I am obviously pretty unsympathetic with Kenotic Christology. Let’s take 

omnipresence perhaps. That might be the easiest one to image divesting oneself of. The 

Logos without a body is immaterial and therefore omnipresent in the sense that he is 

knowledgeable of and causally active at every point in space. But now in virtue of taking 

a human body that had a certain stature and a certain location in time and in history and 

in geography one could say he is no longer omnipresent. He shrunk down to this location 

in Galilee. I think that that is not obviously incoherent to say something like that. How 

you could give up omnipotence is more difficult because if you kept the power to get it 

back again then you really haven’t given it up because omnipotence is a modal property. 

It is what you are able to do. So if you are able to get it back, you are still able to do those 

things and so you are still omnipotent. That is more difficult, I think, a task. These are 

really good questions.29 

Student: I would follow that up to them by saying how did he do miracles? If he let go of 

that, how does an emptied divine nature that is not there anymore – you are just a human 

– how is he able to pull off turning water into wine, walking on water? 

Dr. Craig: Some Kenotic theologians could say is he didn’t do these in virtue of his own 

divine nature. It was through the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit. It was other 

persons of the Trinity who wrought these miracles through Christ rather than drawing on 

his own power of his divine nature. 

Student: I was curious about how a Kenotic theologian would reconcile Colossians 1 with 

the concept of Christ emptying himself. In Colossians 1 it talks about Christ “is the image 

of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.” If you jump down several verses it 

says in verse 19, “For it was the Father’s good pleasure for all the fullness of deity to 

dwell in him and through him to reconcile all things to himself.” 

Dr. Craig: I think Colossians 2:7 says the whole fullness of deity dwells in him bodily. 

Right? It actually says “bodily.” That is an extraordinary statement to think that the 

whole fullness of deity is somehow bodily encapsulated in Christ. I think that you are 

quite right that this is a prooftext that really shipwrecks Kenoticism. 

Student: What about Mark 13:32 that says, But of that day and hour no one knows, not 

even the angels in heaven nor the Son? 

Dr. Craig: Right. This is a great example of where it seems Christ has relinquished 

omniscience. He doesn’t know the date of his second coming. It says the angels don’t 
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know, no humans know, and the Son doesn’t know. This would be a verse to which the 

Kenotic theologian would appeal to say, Look, he has relinquished omniscience during 

his incarnation. We’ll have to talk about that when we make a proposed model of the 

incarnation to see if we can make sense of that. 

Student: The question in my mind is the centurion who came to gain healing for his 

servant. He told Jesus, No, no, you don’t need to come. Just say the word and he’ll be 

healed. That implies to me that Jesus didn’t have to bodily go anywhere to do things. 

That is not something most people can do. 

Dr. Craig: Right. There he does appeal to Christ’s authority, right? Not God or someone 

else. He said, I’m a man set under authority. I say to this soldier, ‘Go here’ and he goes. 

Say the word. It seems as though Christ in his own authority is able to work a miracle at a 

distance which would be hard for a Kenotic theologian to explain. 

Student: If the Alexandrian is akin to Lutheran and the Antiochean is akin to a Calvinist, 

where would the Kenotic in a more modern faith be found? 

Dr. Craig: I suppose the analogy . . . here I’m speaking off the top of my head . . . the 

analogy might be to more liberal theologians who would deny the deity of Christ. 

Student: Like Religious Science? 

Dr. Craig: I’m not familiar by what you mean by that. There are certainly liberal 

theologians today who would deny that Christ had a divine nature and see him as simply 

a man. Perhaps that would be the closest analogy to Kenoticism today in that it would 

seem to imagine Christ didn’t have these attributes of deity. But it would be disanalogous 

in that they would say he never had them so it wasn’t a matter of divesting himself of 

anything – just that he didn’t have them. 

END DISCUSSION30 
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Lecture 5: A Possible Model of the Incarnation 

We’ve been talking about church historical reflection on the doctrine of the incarnation. 

We come at last today to a proposed model of the incarnation. I believe that on the basis 

of the historical precedence that we’ve briefly surveyed, we can craft a model of the 

incarnation which is logically coherent and biblically faithful. 

Before I present this model, let me emphasize that this is presented simply as a possible 

model of the incarnation. No one can presume to penetrate the mystery of the incarnation 

as to say exactly how God did this. But if we can give a coherent model of the 

incarnation – a possible account – then this will defeat any objections brought against the 

doctrine of the incarnation by those who say that it is simply logically incoherent to say 

that Christ could be truly God and truly man. 

My proposed Christology has three planks or postulates to it. 

1. I propose that we postulate with the Council of Chalcedon that there is one person who 

exemplifies two distinct and complete natures – one human and one divine. 

When the framers of the Chalcedonian statement affirmed that in Christ there are two 

natures they were not talking about individual essences, that is to say that set of 

properties that makes you uniquely you and different from anybody else (your individual 

essence). Rather, what they were talking about were kind essences or natures that serve to 

demarcate natural kinds of things. For example, according to Aristotle, every human 

being belongs to the natural kind “rational animal.” That expresses the nature that is 

common to every human being – that natural kind. In affirming that Christ had two 

natures, the church fathers were saying that Christ has all of the properties that go to 

constitute humanity and he also had all of the properties that go to make up deity. In that 

sense he had two natures, and so he belonged to two natural kinds – God and man. Each 

of us belongs simply to one natural kind – man, or humanity. But in the case of Christ we 

have a person who belongs to two natural kinds – God and man. 

Only the divine nature belongs essentially to the Logos, that is to say the second person 

of the Trinity. In the incarnation the Logos assumed contingently a human nature as well. 

So the Logos possesses the divine nature essentially, but he possesses his human nature 

only contingently. There was a time when the Logos did not have a human nature – 

before the virginal conception in Mary’s womb. There are possible worlds where Christ 

never becomes incarnate. So the human nature is contingent. It is not essential to the 

Logos as is his divine nature. 

In affirming that Christ had two natures – complete and distinct, human and divine – I am 

rejecting any form of Kenotic Christology which suggests that in the incarnation the 

Logos gave up or divested himself of various divine attributes. If the Logos (Christ) 



divested himself of any attribute that is essential to divinity, then that means that in the 

incarnation he ceased to be God.31 That is incompatible with the biblical data as we’ve 

seen, and therefore it is not acceptable as a Christian theory of the incarnation. 

On the Christian doctrine of the incarnation, God did not turn himself into a human 

being. Rather, he was simultaneously human and divine. The incarnation is not a matter 

of subtraction from the divine nature to turn the Logos into a man. It is a matter of 

addition. In addition to the divine nature he already has as the second person of the 

Trinity, the Logos assumes a human nature as well. So contrary to Kenotic Christology, 

the incarnation is not a matter of subtraction but of addition. 

On these Kenotic views that say that Christ relinquished some of his divine attributes, the 

Logos would, yes, be the same person after kenosis as before, but that person would no 

longer be God. Kenosis, you will remember, is the Greek word for “emptying” used in 

Philippians 2 where it said that Christ did not consider equality with God something to be 

grasped but he emptied himself. On Kenotic Christology the Logos would be the same 

person after the kenosis but he would no longer be God, because it is your nature (not 

your person) that determines one’s deity. Therefore, if the Logos’ nature were changed in 

the incarnation his deity would change. He would no longer be divine. 

Moreover, typical members of natural kinds of things are plausibly taken to be essentially 

members of that kind. A horse is essentially a horse. A pig is essentially a pig. A human 

being is essentially a human being. They are not just contingently those things. If an 

individual undergoes a substantial change – that is to say he undergoes an essential 

change or a change of substance – then it ceases to exist as that thing and it becomes 

something else because it has undergone an essential or substantial change. For example, 

if a man dies and is cremated and his bones are ground into powder, that is an essential or 

substantial change. He has ceased to be a human being. That human being no longer 

exists. What exists now is just powder, and powder is not a human being. Although 

Christ is not a typical member of the natural kind “man,” he is a typical member of the 

natural kind “deity.” That means he could not cease to be God without ceasing to exist. If 

he gives up his deity, he ceases to exist because that is essential to him. Of course, God 

cannot cease to exist. He is necessary and eternal. The whole idea of Christ’s giving up 

certain properties belonging to the divine nature in order to become incarnate, it seems to 

me, just makes no sense at all. 

The Kenotic theologian might try to avoid these problems by saying that attributes like 

omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, and so on are not essential to deity. These are 

contingent properties that God happens to have; therefore they could have been 

abandoned by the Logos without thereby ceasing to be God. He could give up 
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omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence and still be God because these are not 

essential properties of divinity or deity. 

But I think that that entails a concept of God which is far too thin to be theologically 

acceptable. I think it is theologically untenable to think that a being could lack those sorts 

of properties and still deserve to be called God. Think about it. On Kenotic theology there 

is a possible world in which a being exists who is no more powerful, no more intelligent, 

no more spatially unlimited, no less logically contingent than any ordinary human being, 

and yet supposedly that being is God and is worthy of being worshiped. I find that just 

incredible to think that such a finite, limited being could be worthy of worship and 

therefore be God.32 

Moreover, certain divine attributes cannot be temporarily divested in the way that 

Kenotic theology envisions. Consider, for example, the divine attributes of necessity, 

aseity (or self-existence), and eternality. It makes no sense at all to say that attributes like 

these could be given up in the incarnation, for by their very nature if one ever has these 

properties then he always has these properties. One has them permanently. But then how 

could Christ die unless he did give these up? If he has necessary existence, self-existence, 

and eternality, then Christ could not be mortal. He could not die on the cross if he still 

had these sorts of properties. 

So it seems to me that the Kenotic theologian is forced to say, He was only mortal and 

died in his human nature, but attributes like these are still preserved in his divine nature. 

But then why not say the same thing for the other attributes as well, like omnipotence, 

omniscience, and omnipresence? Christ can be omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, and 

so and and so forth, in his divine nature but not in his human nature. But then you’ve 

abandoned Kenotic Christology and you are right back to Chalcedon again, namely, that 

Christ has two natures each complete and distinct. 

In my opinion, Kenotic Christology is theologically unacceptable and really incoherent in 

the end. Therefore, the first plank in any acceptable Christology is to agree with the 

Council of Chalcedon that Christ has two complete and distinct natures – one human, and 

one divine. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I would agree with the word “human” if you add “(mostly).” I don’t believe 

Jesus had the capacity to sin. To me, if you take away the capacity to sin, that is getting 

kind of away from the definition of a human. I would say mostly human. How would you 

deal with that? If you take away the capacity to sin, can you really say . . . I would say it 
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is certainly not fully human, nor do I think it is necessary for him to be fully human in 

order to take away our sins. 

Dr. Craig: What I would say is this. Being sin is not necessary to human nature. Human 

nature can exist without sin. Adam and Eve prior to the Fall were sinless and Christ was 

sinless. What is required would be freedom of the will – that one has the freedom to 

choose to do righteousness. I would want to affirm (as we’ll see later on) that Christ, even 

though he was divine, did have freedom, and he freely resisted Satan’s temptations to sin. 

Student: The big difference – you’ll notice I used the word “capacity.” Yes, Adam before 

the Fall was sinless as are most of the angels, but as far as I know all created beings that 

have free will have the capacity to sin. Jesus did not. That’s a huge distinction. 

Dr. Craig: I agree with you. He doesn’t have the capacity to sin, but I guess I would not 

see that as essential to human nature. I would see freedom as essential to human nature, 

and I think Christ had that. The question, I think, would be: in order to have freedom, 

does one need to have the capacity to do the opposite? If I freely do A, does that imply 

that I have the capacity to do not-A?33 That is a deep philosophical question about the 

nature of free will. I would say, no, it doesn’t. You can freely do A even if you lack the 

capacity to do not-A. So I don’t see that capacity to sin as essential to human nature. 

Student: I see how Jesus actually displays examples of omnipotence and omniscience, as 

in his human nature. I had a question about the omnipresence part of it. If it seems 

omnipresence is an essential facet of the divine nature and if it seems having a human 

body is an essential facet of the human nature then it seems to me that those would be in 

direct juxtaposition or direct conflict or direct contradiction with each other as opposed to 

the other attributes of God. Could you comment on how he is not giving up omnipresence 

which seems like those are in direct conflict. 

Dr. Craig: Think of it in these terms. If a person is spatially located at a specific 

spacetime location, that doesn’t imply that he doesn’t have a wider sort of existence that 

would be located elsewhere as well. One could be spatially located in one’s human body 

in Palestine, and yet the divine Logos could still be omnipresent with respect to his divine 

nature. Especially if we think of omnipresence in the way I did when we talked about the 

attributes of God as being cognizant of and causally active at every point in space. It 

seems to me that the Logos can be cognizant of and causally active at every point in 

space even though his human body occupies a finite region of space at a certain time in 

history. 

Student: It seems to me that Christ did show his divine nature in the fact that he knew of 

his death and he knew Peter was going to deny him. Can you comment that at the point of 
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his death was when his physical nature died, that is his human nature died, and so he did 

die as a human? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: Yet he was given a new heavenly body. 

Dr. Craig: Well, let’s put it this way. His earthly body was transformed into an immortal 

and incorruptible body. 

Student: Therefore he was the first-born of that type. Is that the way you see it? At the 

end of time all of his followers will also follow suit in being given their new divine 

bodies. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. So long as we don’t think of these resurrection bodies as something 

distinct from the earthly body, as though they are waiting for us in the closets of heaven – 

these new bodies that we will don. No, it is a transformation of the earthly body into an 

incorruptible, immortal, glorious body. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul emphasizes, This 

corruptible must put on incorruption. This mortal must put on immortality. He talks about 

how, when Christ returns, we shall all be changed in the twinkling of an eye to resemble 

Christ in his resurrection body. 

Student: But there is no male or female. 

Dr. Craig: Well, now, I wouldn’t say that. 

Student: You wouldn’t say that? 

Dr. Craig: Jesus seemed to appear to be male after the resurrection, wouldn’t you agree? 

Student: Absolutely. I don’t know where . . . I thought there was a point in Scripture . .  

Dr. Craig: You are thinking that there isn’t marriage in heaven. Right? Jesus says that 

they will not be given in marriage in the afterlife. 

Student: OK. Maybe it’s that. 

Dr. Craig: I wouldn’t say that they are sexless or have no gender. Jesus was . . . 

Student: As he was shown in his glorified body, it was in a male form. 

Dr. Craig: Right. Clearly. 

I want to underline what she said because she did say it so nicely. One of the ways in 

which the church or theologians have treated these attributes is by reduplicative 

predication. That is to say attributes are predicative of Christ not simply but they are 

predicative of Christ with respect to which nature you are talking about. She put it very 

nicely – Christ died with respect to his human nature, but not in the divine nature. Christ 



is omnipresent with respect to the divine nature but not in the human nature.34 That will 

go a long way toward removing apparent inconsistencies if we remember to predicate 

these properties of Christ with respect to one nature or the other. 

Student: When Jesus is a baby, a toddler, an adolescent – he is pretending to not be 

omniscient? What is going on there? 

Dr. Craig: I think we wouldn’t want to say that – that the incarnation is a matter of 

pretense, that he is fooling people, especially his mother, Mary, when he is nursing at her 

breast. That just would be a monstrosity. We are going to need a model of the incarnation 

that will allow Jesus to have a genuine human consciousness that begins as a normal 

infant – little baby – grows up to be a boy and then finally a man. That is one of the 

emphases of the Council of Chalcedon. He had a human consciousness. Christ had a 

human body and a soul that made up his human nature. We’ll talk more about this. But 

you are certainly quite right in saying that any credible model of the incarnation is going 

to have to account for that. 

Student: You were asked last week about the passages in the Gospels where Jesus says he 

doesn’t know the time of his second coming, but the Father alone knows. A similar 

question, I think, is posed in Hebrews 5:8 where it says, “Jesus learned obedience from 

the things he suffered.” That seems to imply that he is going through a process of 

learning and becoming obedient. How do you reconcile that? 

Dr. Craig: Right. The book of Hebrews even says “being made perfect” through what he 

suffered. There is moral perfection going on there. I would say exactly what I just 

mentioned with regard to reduplicative predication. Clearly the Logos does not grow in 

moral excellence or perfection in his divine nature. But it would be with respect to the 

human nature that Christ was schooled and disciplined through what he suffered and was 

perfected as he resisted temptation such as we mentioned before and was obedient. He 

experienced moral growth and improvement in his human nature. This idea of 

reduplicative predication is really key to understanding at least some of these questions. 

Student: Growth would have been a normal part of being human – to learn mentally, 

grow, and experience all the things physically that people do when they grow. That 

would be part of that fulfilling that human nature. That would be one thing. Going back 

to the omni’s and Jesus being local. You could take something out of quantum physics 

where you can have locality but another effect demonstrated simultaneously in a different 

place. So you could have him experiencing something locally but the divine nature is not 

localized. 
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Dr. Craig: I’m not sure that is a good analogy. I think what you are talking about are 

quantum phenomena where you can have particles like photons going in opposite 

directions and it is impossible for a causal signal to reach one from the other. But if you 

make a measurement on one of them the other one instantly takes on the correlated value. 

So there does seem to be a sort of action at a distance. Maybe you could say there is a 

kind of whole web of reality. But I don’t see that that is really analogous to saying that 

the Logos is omnipresent in his divine nature but locally confined in a body. 

Student: [inaudible] 

Dr. Craig: Oh, I see. Yes, you could have causal influence that isn’t just at that locality. 

OK. I can see that. 

Student: If only the Father knows the day and the hour of the second coming, how should 

we address the Holy Spirit? Does the Holy Spirit know? 

Dr. Craig: I think we have to affirm that the Holy Spirit, as the third person of the 

Trinity, is also omniscient and that therefore the Holy Spirit and the Logos in their divine 

natures do fully know that.35 There is complete interchange and sharing of knowledge 

among the three persons of the Trinity. We’ll come back to this again – all of these 

difficult questions relating to Jesus’ human limitations. But it seems to me omniscience 

would require us to say that the Holy Spirit also knows this. 

Student: I need to look it up, but I think someone in the Old Testament says if God 

withdrew his Spirit all flesh would die. Is that a human spirit he is withdrawing or is that 

his divine Spirit? I think there is only God’s Spirit which is divine which would imply 

that beneath us before the sin nature translates it and destroys it we have of his Spirit. 

Dr. Craig: When the Scripture speaks of God’s Spirit (ruach), I think what it means is 

that Spirit that is from God. It doesn’t mean that God himself is embodied in all of these 

different people. It means that we have a soul or a spirit that is from God, and I think in 

the unregenerate unbeliever that spirit is dead. It is not functioning to relate properly to 

God. In the new birth, the Holy Spirit regenerates us so that that human spirit becomes 

alive and we can relate to God. But I would say, again, we shouldn’t say that the Spirit 

that is in us is literally God because that is a kind of way of affirming our deity, I think. 

Student: This is going back to last week. We spent a lot of time talking about Philippians 

2 where it says he emptied himself. If we are saying that kenosis is not correct then how 

do you read that verse? 

Dr. Craig: Thank you! That is so important. How should we understand kenosis if it is 

not divestiture of divine attributes? I think what Paul is talking about is a change of 
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status. Christ, in his pre-incarnate state, was in glory, worshiped by the angels, and so 

forth. He had a state of glory. Then he took on human nature, and it says he humbled 

himself and became obedient. Christian theologians typically distinguish between the two 

states of Christ – the state of humiliation (which begins with the virginal conception and 

lasts until the burial) which is followed by the state of exaltation beginning with the 

descent into hell and the resurrection from the dead in which Christ is restored to the 

glory that he had with the Father before the incarnation. I feel confident that is what Paul 

is talking about in Philippians 2 because he uses the language of humbling and servitude 

and so forth. But he still continues to worship Christ as God. He doesn’t think that God 

turned himself into a human being and is now merely a mortal man. So it is a change of 

status, I think, the way kenosis should be properly understood. 

END DISCUSSION 

This has been a really good discussion. We will continue to develop our Christological 

model next time.36 
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Lecture 6: A Possible Model of the Incarnation (Cont’d) 

Last time I began to describe a proposed model for understanding the deity and humanity 

of Christ. I emphasized that this is just a possibility. I don’t think anyone can pretend to 

know how God managed to become incarnate in Christ. But if we can provide a coherent 

model, one that is logically consistent and biblically faithful, then this will defeat the 

attacks or objections of Muslims, secularists, and cultists that it is impossible for Jesus 

Christ to be truly God and truly man. 

The first plank of the proposed model is that with the Council of Chalcedon we postulate 

that in Christ there are two natures – one human and one divine – each complete and 

united in one person. 

The second plank in my proposed model is that we postulate with Apollinarius that the 

Logos (the second person of the Trinity) was the rational soul of Jesus of Nazareth. What 

Apollinarius maintained was that if we are to avoid a duality of persons in Christ, the 

man Jesus of Nazareth and the divine Logos must share some common constituent that 

unites those two individual natures. 

The orthodox Christological view is that there is a single hypostasis (or property-bearer 

or individual) which exemplifies or bears those two natures. That hypostasis is identified 

as the person that Christ is. There is a person who exemplifies or has these two individual 

natures – one divine and one human. The question is: how can this be? How can there be 

two complete individual natures that are possessed by one person? If there exists a 

complete individual human nature in Christ and a complete individual divine nature who 

is the Logos then how can there not be two persons – one human person and the other the 

divine person? You will remember that Apollinarius proposed that the Logos replaced the 

human mind of Jesus so that there was in Christ a single person – the Logos – who was 

united with a human body, much in the same way that a soul is united with its body in an 

ordinary human being. On Apollinarius’ view it is easy to see, I think, how a single 

hypostasis or person can exemplify the properties which are proper to each nature – the 

human mind of Christ just was the Logos. 

Unfortunately, as you’ll recall from our survey of church history, Apollinarius’ view was 

defective as it stood. A complete human nature requires more than just a hominid body. 

On Apollinarius’ view the incarnation seemed to be a matter of Christ’s assuming not 

humanity but mere animality – he assumed an animal nature but not a human nature. 

Moreover you will remember that the opponents of Apollinarius rightly charged that such 

a view also undercuts the work of Christ as well as his person. Because if Christ did not 

have a truly human nature then he could not have redeemed humanity. If he had merely 

an animal nature then he could not have represented humanity before God and so 



redeemed humanity.37 So Apollinarius’ view is defective and was condemned as 

heretical. But the question is: are these defects irremediable? Or could Apollinarius’ view 

be reformulated in some way so as to meet the canons of orthodoxy set down at the 

Council of Chalcedon? I think that these defects are remediable. 

Apollinarius may have been misunderstood when his critics charged him with giving 

Christ a truncated human nature – a mere animal nature. Apollinarius argued that the 

Logos was not only the image of God but he was also the “archetype of man.” The Logos 

was the archetypal man. In this sense he already possessed human nature in his pre-

incarnate state. Apollinarius’ opponents like Gregory of Nazianzus understood 

Apollinarius to mean that the flesh of Christ was pre-existent – that in his pre-incarnate 

state Christ somehow already possessed human flesh, which would be absurd. But 

Apollinarius might have been more subtle than this. That may not have been what he 

meant. What he may have meant is that the Logos contained perfect human personhood 

archetypally in his own divine nature. The result of this was that by assuming a hominid 

body the Logos brought to Christ’s animal nature just those properties which would serve 

to make it a complete human nature. Thus the human nature of Christ became complete 

precisely in virtue of the union of the flesh with the Logos. As a result of the union, 

Christ did indeed have a complete human nature comprised of body and soul, for that 

nature was made complete by the union of the flesh with the Logos who is the archetype 

of humanity. 

This understanding of the incarnation draws strong support, I think, from the doctrine that 

man is created in the image of God, or as the Latin theologians put it the imago dei (the 

image of God). Man is created in God’s image. Clearly that is not a reference to our 

animal bodies. Human beings do not bear God’s image in virtue of our animal bodies 

because we share these sorts of bodies with other members of the biosphere – the animal 

kingdom. Rather, it is in virtue of being persons that human beings uniquely reflect God’s 

nature. God himself is personal, as we’ve seen in our discussion of the Trinity and of the 

attributes of God. So insofar as we are persons we resemble God. We reflect his nature. 

Thus God already possesses the properties necessary for human personhood even prior to 

the incarnation. All he lacks is corporeality. The Logos already possessed in his pre-

incarnate state all of the properties necessary for being a human self. In assuming a 

hominid body he brought to it all that was necessary for a complete human nature. For 

this reason, in Christ the one self-conscious subject who is the Logos possessed both 

divine and human natures which were each complete. 

I think that this reformulation or rehabilitation, if you will, of Apollinarius’ view nullifies 

the traditional objections brought against Apollinarius’ original formulation of it. For on 
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this view, Christ is both truly God and truly man.38 That is to say, he is all that God is and 

he is all that man is or ought to be. All he lacks is sin since his individual human nature, 

like Adam’s, is uncorrupted by sin. 

To ward off any misunderstanding of what I am saying, let me underscore that what the 

Council of Chalcedon affirmed is that Christ has a complete human nature which is 

composed of body and soul. Christ had a rational soul and a human body. But it does not 

affirm that Christ had a merely human soul. From the fact that Jesus’ soul is not a created 

substance but is the divine Logos himself, it doesn’t follow that Christ’s human nature is 

not a created substance. If Christ’s individual human nature is, as Christian orthodoxy 

affirms, that body-soul composite that walked the hills of Galilee, that uttered the Sermon 

on the Mount, that was crucified, then the fact that Jesus’ soul is uncreated in no way 

implies that Jesus’ individual human nature was uncreated. On the view that I’m 

suggesting, the Logos, by assuming flesh in the virginal conception in Mary’s womb, 

brings into being a new substance, namely, Christ’s human nature which did not exist 

before – a substance which is contingent, created, finite, and all the rest. 

Because Christ has a complete human nature and thus has fully identified with our 

humanity, then his atoning work on behalf of mankind is efficacious. 

So I think that this rehabilitated Apollinarian Christology does lie safely within the 

bounds of orthodoxy that are marked out by the Council of Chalcedon even if it differs 

from what some of the framers of the Council of Chalcedon themselves may have held. 

That is the second plank of the model. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: What you are saying is that he is the first and only creature, shall we say, of this 

kind that is wholly divine and wholly human? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: Would it be wrong to consider that when Christ took on the heavenly body that 

then he . . . was he the same or different than prior to his incarnation? 

Dr. Craig: By heavenly body, do you mean the resurrection body? 

Student: The resurrection body – was that really God prior to his taking on the human 

flesh or something different? 

Dr. Craig: We alluded to this a little bit last time we met. What I emphasized there was 

when you read 1 Corinthians 15 about our present earthly mortal body and the 

resurrection body that we will someday have, these are not two bodies. These are the 
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identical historically continuous body. The way we get the resurrection body is by a 

transformation of the earthly body. Paul says that this mortal nature must become 

immortal. This corruptible nature must become incorruptible. This sin-oriented and 

dominated nature must be freed from the domination of sin and be under the power of the 

Spirit. So we must not think of the earthly body and the resurrection body that we will 

have as non-identical. They are identical in the sense that it is the same substance. But it 

undergoes a radical transformation. The clearest proof of that is the empty tomb. Jesus 

did not rise from the dead in a non-identical distinct body from the body that was 

crucified and lay in the tomb. When he appeared to the disciples he showed them the 

wounds in his hands and the spear wound in his side. These were markers to them that 

this is the same body – the same Jesus – that was crucified and buried that now appeared 

before them.39 I would just say that this heavenly body is this body transformed. 

Student: Speaking of Christ, prior to the incarnation and then post-incarnation and his 

resurrection, we have a different nature, I guess. 

Dr. Craig: Well, yes, I think that is right, in that prior to the virginal conception in 

Mary’s womb, the second person of the Trinity had no human nature. He had a divine 

nature which, I think, archetypally, as I say, is an archetype of humanity in that it 

contains rationality, freedom of the will, self-consciousness, and all the rest. But he had 

no human nature. That came into being at the moment of the conception and then 

continues on into the resurrection and ascension.  

Student: Jesus’ soul is uncreated. And then when he becomes incarnate he takes on a 

human nature. If the soul is uncreated what exactly is the human nature? 

Dr. Craig: It is the body-soul composite. 

Student: The body-soul composite? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. Remember that is what the classical view of man is, according to 

Aristotle. Man is a rational animal composed of body and soul. That is the view that 

Chalcedon affirms as well – that Christ was like us in our humanity in that he had a 

rational soul and body. 

Student: So the idea being that defined soul by taking on a human body then he gets all 

the things that we as humans have like why he hungers, thirsts, and sleeps. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 
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Student: OK. I guess that ties in a little bit with what was being said earlier. When he was 

resurrected then he still has the human nature but it is, for lack of a better word, 

perfected? 

Dr. Craig: Yes! You got it! The resurrection is the glorification of the human nature. It is 

freed from sin, it becomes immortal, incorruptible, dominated by the Spirit. In heaven our 

human nature is glorified. 

Student: Does the second person of the Trinity – Jesus Christ – have a human nature right 

now? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. This is a good point. The lesson of the ascension is that the incarnation 

(this is a remarkable fact, maybe you haven’t thought about this before) is a permanent 

status taken on by the second person of the Trinity. It isn’t a temporary incarnation for 

thirty years or so here on Earth and then he goes back to being the way he was before. 

The incarnation and resurrection and ascension are God’s most powerful expression of 

ratifying the value of our human bodily material existence – that he would take this into 

his glorified and eternal state permanently. This is why orthodox Christianity never 

devalues the material and the physical in favor of the spiritual regarding the material and 

the physical as evil or somehow less worthy than the spiritual. The physical is created by 

God, it is affirmed and taken on by Christ in the incarnation, and taken into heaven in his 

resurrection and ascension. 

Student: So he is in his glorified body today, and therefore no change really occurs for 

him when he comes back and we come behind him for the thousand-year reign on Earth? 

Dr. Craig: Well, now this is a little more subtle question. Your first question was: does 

he have a human nature today? I would say yes. Then the question would be: then where 

is his body? Is it somewhere in outer space? Is it maybe in another dimension like in 

heaven or something?40 

Student: He would need to reacquire it when he comes back to Earth for his thousand 

year reign. 

Dr. Craig: Unless he’s got it in some other dimension or something of that sort. I know 

Christians who do believe that. They think that heaven is sort of like another dimension. 

We have three spatial dimensions and one temporal dimension, but there could be higher 

dimensions, other dimensions. Maybe Christ has his physical body in that way. I find that 

answer not very plausible. 

Here is a possibility. These are all conjectures, but I think it is possible and would 

therefore remove any objection. Suppose that in the ascension of Christ, Christ leaves our 
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spacetime continuum. He exits our spacetime manifold in which we exist. In that case, 

his human nature would not manifest itself as a physical body because he is not in space. 

Here’s an analogy. Think of a tuning fork. When you pluck the tuning fork it sets up 

vibrations that make a hum as you hear the sound waves reverberated. But if you take 

that tuning fork and you place it inside of a vacuum jar, even though the fork is still 

vibrating there won’t be any humming. It won’t manifest itself as sound because there is 

no medium to carry the sound waves. There is no change in the tuning fork, but the 

medium is gone for it to be expressed as sound. So suppose that Christ has a human 

nature but he doesn’t exist in space and therefore it isn’t manifested as a three 

dimensional body. But the return of Christ when he comes back again to Earth he will re-

enter our three dimensional spatial manifold – spacetime continuum – and therefore his 

body will be manifested, and every eye shall see him. Everyone that crucified him – he 

will be manifested to all. I think that makes good sense of where Christ’s body is today. 

I would just say this. One more thing. Support for this idea, I think, would come from the 

intermediate state in which we find ourselves when we die. When we die we go into a 

disembodied condition as souls that await our eventual resurrection does that mean we 

are no longer human? I think not at all. We don’t become angels during the intermediate 

state. We are still human beings because we had a human body. Our souls once were 

united with a human body. That would suggest that the soul doesn’t cease to be human in 

virtue of the body being temporarily stripped away. That would be rather similar to 

Christ’s disembodied state insofar as he exists outside our spacetime. 

Student: Just for clarification, you made a statement earlier where you said Christ 

possessed all that was necessary for human nature. 

Dr. Craig: Save corporeality. 

Student: OK. I understand. Are you saying that Christ was a human being always? 

Dr. Craig: No. Because to be a human being you have to have a human body. There are 

rational substances that are not human, like angels and demons. There could be 

extraterrestrials, like Klingons or something, that are not human even though they are 

rational substances. So Christ would not be a human being prior to the incarnation. But I 

am saying that he is the archetypal man in that he possesses these properties that are 

sufficient for human personhood like rationality, self-consciousness, freedom of the will, 

and so forth when conjoined with a human body. 

Student: In regards to his body, after the resurrection he was here on Earth in his 

resurrected body. Why would it be any different? What I’m saying is . . . 

Dr. Craig: Be different from what? 



Student: Basically the same as you were saying that he is in the same resurrected body, 

that he didn’t quit being human incarnate but it was a resurrected body so he still has the 

same resurrected body in heaven. He would come back with the same resurrected body. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. That is correct. The question is: is Christ in a bodily state right now?41 

As I say, one way to do this would be to say there is another dimension where his body is 

located. I find that implausible because the souls of the deceased which are disembodied 

(as we just said) go to be with Christ. Paul said in Philippians 2, My desire is to depart 

and be with Christ for that is far better. Yet in 2 Corinthians 5 he talks about when this 

earthly tent (this body) is destroyed we go into this state of nakedness which is the soul 

stripped of its body. Paul finds that state of nakedness uncomfortable. He’d rather not go 

through this disembodied condition. He would rather live until the return of Christ and 

receive his resurrection body immediately as those will who are alive at the time of 

Christ’s return. If that is right it is hard for me to see how disembodied souls can be 

communing with Christ if he’s physically present in a bodily condition. That would be 

really bizarre. Not impossible, maybe they have telepathic powers and can do something 

like that, but it would seem strange. So I’d rather prefer the suggestion I made earlier. But 

if you like that view better, that’s great. 

Student: The thing for me that speaks to this is in Acts when Stephen is being stoned in 

Acts 7:55. It says, “But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the 

glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.” That would seem like that 

would be the resurrection body and that he is physically in heaven. 

Dr. Craig: This is in Acts 7 – the vision that Stephen sees. Here’s what I would say. I 

don’t think what Stephen saw was literally the resurrection body; it was a vision such as 

you have in the book of Revelation where John sees visions of the heavenly throne room. 

The reason I say that is Stephen’s experience isn’t counted as a resurrection appearance 

in the New Testament. When Paul lists the resurrection appearances or the witnesses he 

doesn’t list Stephen. It is not presented here as a resurrection appearance story. Paul had a 

resurrection appearance on the road to Damascus. He says it was to one born out of time 

because the resurrection appearances had ceased with the ascension. There weren’t 

supposed to be any more resurrection appearances. This experience that Stephen had I 

think was a heavenly vision of the Son of Man. Notice that the other people around him 

didn’t see anything whereas with the resurrection appearances, if you’d been there you 

would have seen him because he was physically present and light rays bounce off his 

body and sound waves come from his mouth when he speaks. So I don’t think that the 

appearance to Stephen is a resurrection appearance. 
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Student: After the resurrection of Christ, as some point (I think before the ascension) 

disappeared and then he would appear in the middle of a room where the disciples were. 

It doesn’t say necessarily that he walked through walls. 

Dr. Craig: Very good. Did you notice what he just said? So often you hear preachers or 

people say Jesus walked through the door or through the walls. It doesn’t say that. It just 

says he appeared in the midst of the room with the doors locked. 

Student: So would this seem to say he maybe was in another dimension and simply came 

back to this one? Or is there a better explanation? 

Dr. Craig: Either that or what I suggested earlier. He could step in and out of our 

spacetime continuum at different locations. So he can exit our spacetime continuum in 

Emmaus and step back in in Jerusalem without traversing the distance in between. Right? 

So I think this makes great sense of the idea that these resurrection appearances were 

miles apart and Jesus wasn’t walking in between them. He would vanish, he would 

appear. It has this sort of notion of him stepping in and out of space. So I think it fits 

either model. But that is a great example or illustration of what I’m talking about. 

Student: I heard you mention earlier that in Mary’s womb that his nature was a new 

creation. Did I hear you say that correctly? 

Dr. Craig: Yes.42 

Student: Can you speak to the difference between this immaculate conception and a 

typical conception and are you breaking with a Traducian view of the creation of the 

rational soul here? 

Dr. Craig: Yeah, I am. Let’s tease out the background of this question. First, we are not 

talking about the immaculate conception. We are talking about the virginal conception. 

Remember the immaculate conception concerns the Catholic doctrine that Mary was 

conceived without original sin and that is why Jesus did not have original sin – because 

Mary was immaculately conceived. In Jesus’ case we are talking about a virginal 

conception. 

On my Apollinarian model you are quite right to say that the soul of Jesus was not the 

product of Mary’s soul much less Joseph’s. Mary gave him at most his physical body – 

her genetic material. But the soul would be the second person of the Trinity. This would 

be more in line with what is called a creationist model of the soul. The soul is a special 

creation of God at the moment of conception rather than is the causal effect of the souls 

of the parents which is the view that you alluded to called Traducianism. Traducianism 

holds that the parents’ souls beget the soul of their child. 
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Saying that this was an exception in Jesus’ case doesn’t mean you can’t be a Traducian 

about other people. This would be a miraculous event – a virginal conception. It could be 

a special creation of the human nature of Jesus. It wouldn’t be the creation of his soul 

because the soul would be pre-existent as the Logos. But it wouldn’t be Traducian. 

END DISCUSSION 

In the interest of time, let me wrap up this section. 

The principal problem with the proposal as I’ve described it thus far is that it seems to 

founder upon the human limitations evinced by Jesus of Nazareth according to the 

Gospel accounts. The church has typically dealt with the problem of Christ’s evident 

limitations by means of the device of reduplicative predication. As I explained last time, 

according to reduplicative predication properties are predicated of the person with respect 

to his individual natures. 

This, I think, makes good sense with respect to some of the attributes. For example, you 

can say that Christ is omnipotent with respect to his divine nature but he’s limited in 

power with respect to his human nature. That seems to make perfectly good sense. Or 

you could say that Christ is eternal and necessary with respect to his divine nature, but he 

is mortal and contingent with respect to his human nature. So I think this device of 

reduplicative predication makes good sense for many of these attributes. 

But for other attributes, reduplicative predication especially on the Apollinarian model 

that I’ve offered, doesn’t seem to work so well. For example, take omniscience. How can 

Christ be both omniscient and yet limited in knowledge if there is a single self-conscious 

subject in Christ? Or take his impeccability or his sinlessness. How can Christ be 

impeccable (that is to say, incapable of sin) with respect to his divine nature and yet be 

peccable (capable of sin) with respect to his human nature? It just doesn’t seem to make 

sense to use that device with respect to some of these properties. 

The Scottish theologian A. B. Bruce objected concerning Apollinarianism, 

There is no human nous [that’s the Greek word for “mind”], no freedom, no 

struggle; . . . the so-called temptations and struggles recorded in the Gospels are 

reduced to a show and a sham, and a cheap virtue results, devoid of all human 

interest, and scarcely deserving the name.43 

If you just stop with the model as I’ve described it so far then I think A. B. Bruce’s 

objection will surely prove to be decisive. But as we’ll see next week, I think the model 
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can be enhanced in such a way as to turn back this criticism. That will be the subject that 

we will explore together next Sunday.44 

  

 
44 Total Running Time: 36:45 (Copyright © 2017 William Lane Craig) 



Lecture 7: A Possible Model of the Incarnation (Cont’d) 

We’ve been looking at a proposed model for understanding the deity and humanity of 

Christ. I suggested first that we need to affirm with the Council of Chalcedon that Christ 

has two complete natures – human and divine. Secondly, I suggested last week that we 

can think with Apollinarius of the Logos (the second person of the Trinity) as being the 

soul of the human nature of Jesus Christ. In virtue of the union of the Logos with the 

flesh, Christ’s human nature becomes complete so that he has a complete human nature 

as well as a complete divine nature. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I asked you a couple of months ago if you had heard of this book by Andrew 

Lincoln called Born of a Virgin. He is, as I understand it, an evangelical New Testament 

scholar from the U. K. In that book he raises questions about the doctrine of the virgin 

birth. He has textual issues and biological issues and so forth. I am not suggesting we 

should abandon that doctrine but do you think that the virgin birth is essential to the two 

natures of Christ doctrine? 

Dr. Craig: That is a subtle question. I do affirm the truth of the virgin birth of Christ. I 

think biological objections to it are just trivial because it is a miracle. It is supposed to be 

a supernatural act of God which is naturally impossible. The question would be whether 

or not this is a doctrine that is taught in Scripture. It seems to me that it is. We have two 

independent narratives in Matthew and Luke of the virginal conception of Jesus. It seems 

to me that there is good warrant for thinking that this is a commitment of New Testament 

doctrine of Christ – that Christ was virginally conceived. 

Is this essential, however, to his full humanity or fully deity? I don’t see that it is. It 

seems to me that God could have produced Jesus through a natural human intercourse – 

natural conception. That wouldn’t do anything to reduce either his full humanity or his 

deity. Christ doesn’t have deity in virtue of the way in which his human nature was 

conceived. He has deity because he is the Logos, the second person of the Trinity. The 

person of Christ is divine. Remember there is no human person who is Christ. That is 

Nestorianism. That would say there are two persons – one human and one divine. There 

is only one person in Christ and that is a divine person, the second person of the Trinity. 

So however the human nature of Jesus came to be created, whether it was through a 

miraculous conception or through a natural birth doesn’t reflect upon his full deity it 

seems to me, much less his true humanity. So I don’t see this as a doctrine that is 

essential to the deity of Christ or to his humanity. 

Student: Andrew Lincoln, I think, has been considered an evangelical. He taught at 

Gordon-Conwell at one time. I was kind of surprised at his book. 



Dr. Craig: Yes, I’m surprised, too, quite frankly. I just read an article this week by 

Andrew Lincoln on the doctrine of justification in the book of Romans. It was very 

helpful. I wound up actually quoting it in an article that I am writing on the atonement in 

which he emphasizes the legal nature of our justification before God through the atoning 

death of Christ.45 You are right in terms of his bona fides as an evangelical theologian. 

But this is an odd departure from that, I think. 

Student: Last week you said the principal problem with this second item . . . my notes 

aren’t very good. Can you just briefly repeat that? 

Dr. Craig: Good! Yes, I would like to because that forms a nice segue to our third plank. 

I said, quoting the Scottish theologian A. B. Bruce, that the chief difficulty with this 

model is that if the Logos is the human soul of Jesus then it is really hard to explain the 

cognitive limitations of Jesus. How do you get a genuine consciousness of a human being 

that begins in infancy and then grows up through boyhood into manhood and never does 

arrive at full omniscience? Jesus himself said he didn’t know the date of his second 

coming. So it is really hard to see how you don’t get a sort of charade here – a sort of 

Superman disguised as Clark Kent, which is certainly not the kind of doctrine of the 

incarnation that we want. We want Jesus to have a genuine human consciousness, not just 

to be playing a charade for us while in fact he really does know everything. 

I don’t think that the device of reduplicative predication helps to solve this. Reduplicative 

predication, you will remember, is predicating attributes or properties of Jesus with 

respect to one or the other nature. I suggested it is fairly easy to see how that would work 

with some properties. Jesus could be omnipotent with respect to his divine nature but 

limited in strength and power with respect to his human nature. Or he could be 

omnipresent with respect to the divine nature but spatially limited with respect to his 

human nature. That makes good sense. But how can you say that Jesus is ignorant with 

respect to the human nature while omniscient with respect to the divine nature? You are 

supposed to have a single conscious subject who is the person of Christ, especially on this 

Apollinarian view. So it is hard to understand how this comports with the limitations of 

Jesus that are so graphically described in the Gospels. In particular, how can he be 

genuinely tempted with sin? It would seem that he would just blow sin away. God can’t 

be tempted with evil. Yet, I think we want to say that the temptations were real. His 

struggles in the Garden of Gethsemane and prayer as he faced his crucifixion were real 

struggles and not just a charade. That seems to me to be the chief drawback of this model 

as so far described. 
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Student: When it comes to the co-equality of the persons, as Christians, are we trying to 

say that it is neither greater nor lesser to have a second nature? 

Dr. Craig: I think that is an open question. Jesus said, The Father is greater than I. That 

raises the question: in virtue of what? I don’t think we can say that he is greater than 

Jesus in virtue of his divinity because Jesus is the second person of the Trinity. So in 

what sense is the Father greater than him? I don’t think you’d say that Jesus having a 

human nature makes him less than the Father because he still has his divine nature which 

makes him equal. I suspect that that saying has something more to do with the economic 

Trinity. Remember we distinguished between the ontological Trinity (which is the three 

persons in their own nature) as opposed to the economic Trinity which is the different 

roles that they play in the plan of salvation. In the economic Trinity the Son submits to 

and does the will of the Father. In the context of that passage where Jesus say The Father 

is greater than I, he speaks of being sent from the Father: The Father has sent me. I think 

in that economic Trinity Jesus can be said to be subordinate to and therefore not as great 

as the Father. 

Student: Going back to the virgin birth, isn’t the virgin birth linked to Christ’s sinlessness 

since he was not contaminated by the human seed of the Father?46 

Dr. Craig: Do you hear his question? Isn’t the virgin birth connected in some way to 

Jesus’ sinlessness? I would say, as a Protestant, no! Now, Catholics believe that it is. But 

I, as a Protestant, don’t believe that. The difficulty in saying that it is in virtue of his 

being born of a virgin that Jesus doesn’t have Adam’s original sin is that Mary should 

have carried original sin just as much as his father Joseph. In virtue of being born of 

Mary, Jesus should still be the heir of original sin. It is not enough just to have a virginal 

conception. As long as he is born of a human mother he would have original sin. So how 

does the Catholic Church propose to deal with this problem? They postulate the doctrine 

of the immaculate conception. It is important to understand that the immaculate 

conception does not refer to Jesus’ conception. Jesus’ conception was a virginal 

conception. The immaculate conception refers to Mary’s conception. God did a miracle 

so that Mary was conceived without original sin. That is why being born of Mary didn’t 

make Jesus the heir to original sin. Mary didn’t have any original sin because she was 

immaculately conceived. 

I think all of us would probably agree that this is a doctrine which has no basis in the 

Scripture whatsoever. It is the result of Catholic tradition that eventually was 

promulgated by the Pope in the 19th century. I don’t see anywhere that it suggests that in 

virtue of being born of a virgin that Jesus is sinless. It would seem to me that if God can 

do an immaculate conception of Mary, he can do an immaculate conception of Jesus just 
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as easily. So Jesus’ conception would be virginal but also immaculate in the sense that he 

doesn’t inherit original sin. 

Student: I agree with that, but could you not also interject an emptying of himself with 

that doctrine? When he truly becomes in the flesh then he has the limitations of fallen 

Adam. He is cut off. Everything he knows is through his fellowship through the Holy 

Spirit, so he has to learn things through the Holy Spirit. He didn’t truly come in the flesh 

if he is not of the same body, one blood. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is, again, a nice segue to my third point. When you hear this third 

point it will probably resonate with this idea that there was a kind of self-emptying of 

Jesus in the incarnation. Not a giving up of his attributes, but of, as I said, a state of 

humiliation where he enters into a condition where he doesn’t have the full exercise of all 

of his divinity in the incarnate form prior to his death and resurrection. 

Student: That Jesus was born of a virgin we know meant that . . . the way God did it we 

know that Jesus was directly the Son of God. So without a virgin birth wouldn’t he just 

be, say, the son of Joseph or the son of someone else if it had been some other way? 

Dr. Craig: No, I don’t think so because the person Jesus Christ is the second person of 

the Trinity. That person existed prior to his incarnation. However that person chooses to 

assume a human nature, whether through a virginal conception or through a special 

creation of the human nature, he will be divine in virtue of his divine nature. It is not in 

virtue of his birth; it is in virtue of the divine nature that the second person of the Trinity 

already has prior to the incarnation that he is fully God. 

END DISCUSSION 

I want to suggest, as my third plank in this model, that we postulate that certain divine 

aspects of Jesus’ personality were largely subliminal during his state of humiliation or 

this condition of emptying that we just spoke of.47 Certain divine aspects of Jesus’ 

personality were largely subliminal during his state of humiliation. 

I want to suggest that what the philosopher William James48 called the subliminal self is 

the primary locus of the superhuman elements in the consciousness of the incarnate 

Logos. Thus Jesus possessed a normal human consciousness in his experience. But the 

human consciousness of Jesus was underlain, as it were, by a divine sub-consciousness. 

This understanding of Christ’s experience draws upon the insight of depth psychology 

that there is vastly more to a person than his waking consciousness. Indeed the whole 

project of psychoanalysis is based upon the conviction that some of our behaviors are 
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rooted in deep springs of action which we are not even aware of or only dimly aware of if 

at all. 

A particularly striking illustration of this fact is the phenomenon of multiple personality 

disorders where a single person will have multiple personalities. This would be an 

example of the eruption of these subliminal facets into conscious experience as distinct 

personalities. Not distinct persons – there is only one person, but they are distinct 

personalities. 

In some cases of multiple personality disorder there is even one dominant personality 

who is aware of all of the others and who knows what each of them knows but who is 

himself unknown by those other personalities. This would be an illustration, I think, of 

these subliminal factors that are at work in subconsciousness. 

Hypnotism is also a very vivid illustration of the reality of the subliminal. Charles Harris 

explains that a person who is under hypnosis can be informed by the hypnotist of certain 

facts and then instructed to forget them when he awakens. But, Harris says, 

the knowledge is truly in his mind, and shows itself in unmistakable ways, 

especially by causing him to perform . . . certain actions, which, but for the 

possession of this knowledge, he would not have performed. 

What is still more extraordinary, a sensitive hypnotic subject may be made both to 

see and not to see the same object at the same moment. For example, he may be 

told not to see a lamp-post, whereupon he becomes (in the ordinary sense) quite 

unable to see it. Nevertheless, he does see it, because he avoids it and cannot be 

induced to precipitate himself against it.49 

So this hypnotic subject is told not to see a lamp post, and when he awakens he can’t see 

it. It is invisible to him. But if you tell him to walk to the other side of the sidewalk he 

will go around the lamp post. He won’t run into it. Why? Because he really does see it 

even though he is not aware that he can see it. 

Similarly, in the incarnation, at least during his earthly state of humiliation, the Logos 

allowed only those facets of his person to be part of Christ’s waking consciousness which 

were compatible with a typical human experience. The bulk of his knowledge lay 

submerged with his other cognitive perfections like an iceberg beneath the water’s 

surface, submerged in subconsciousness.50 

On this model Christ is one person but in that person conscious and subconscious 

elements are differentiated in a theologically significant way. Unlike Nestorianism this 

does not imply that there are two persons anymore than the conscious aspects of your life 

 
49 Charles Harris, cited in A. M Stibbs, God Became Man (London: The Tyndale Press, 1957), p. 12. 

50 20:00 



and the subconscious aspects of your life constitute two different persons. It is one person 

but you have both conscious and subconscious elements. 

I think this model provides a satisfying account of Jesus as we see him described in the 

Gospel portrait. For example, in his conscious experience Jesus grew in knowledge and 

wisdom in the same way that an ordinary human child does. You don’t have the 

monstrosity of the baby Jesus lying in the manger contemplating the infinitesimal 

calculus. He had a genuine infant consciousness. 

In his conscious experience, moreover we see Jesus genuinely tempted by the devil even 

though he is in fact impeccable (that is to say incapable of sin). But the enticements of sin 

were really felt. He really was tempted. They weren’t just blown away like smoke. 

Rather, resisting temptation required spiritual discipline and moral resoluteness on Jesus’ 

part. 

Moreover, in his waking consciousness, Jesus is actually ignorance of certain facts. Even 

though I think we can say he is kept from error and often supernaturally illumined by the 

divine subliminal. Even though the Logos possesses all of the knowledge of the world 

from quantum mechanics to auto mechanics, nevertheless there is no reason to think that 

Jesus of Nazareth would have been able to answer questions about those subjects because 

he had stooped so low in condescending to take on the human condition. 

Moreover, on this model, in his conscious experience, Jesus knew the whole gamut of 

human anxieties and worries. He felt physical hurt and fatigue. 

This model, moreover, will also preserve the integrity of Jesus’ prayer life. Jesus’ prayers 

in Gethsemane were not just charades. He really struggled in his consciousness with 

facing the cross. 

It also explains how Jesus was capable of being perfected through suffering. Like us, 

Jesus of Nazareth needed to be dependent upon his heavenly Father moment by moment 

in order to live victoriously in a fallen world and to carry out successfully the mission 

that his Father had given him. 

All of the traditional objections, I think, to the Apollinarian perspective that the Logos is 

the mind of Christ seem to melt away before this understanding of the incarnation 

because here we have a Jesus who is not only divine but who also shares the human 

condition. It is not just that he has a human nature, but he shares the human condition 

with us as well in this sort of emptying or state of humiliation. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I don’t think of Mary as sinless, but she purposely submitted to God’s will. That 

submission allowed the divinity of Jesus to take full measure of God’s nature. We are 



called to submit to God’s will and purpose in the same way so that God’s will can be 

done on Earth as it is in heaven. 

Dr. Craig: That is certainly true, isn’t it? I think the question raised by what you said 

would be: would Mary’s complete submission to the Holy Spirit in saying Let it be to me 

as you have said. I am the handmaid of the Lord and she submits completely to going 

through this humiliating experience of becoming an unmarried mother – the question 

would be whether or not that submission would serve to cancel original sin.51 I just can’t 

see any reason to think that. If you believe that original sin is now endemic to the human 

nature then all persons who are normal descendants of Adam would carry the corruption 

of human nature and the guilt of original sin that Adam incurred. I think the Catholics 

recognize this in appealing to the immaculate conception. There had to be a miracle that 

would exempt Mary from that. It is not enough just to say she was submissive because 

when she was born (before she was submissive as a child) she would already bear 

Adam’s sin. As much as her submission is important, I don’t see that it would deal with 

the problem that was raised about original sin. 

Student: What you said a minute ago about Jesus sharing in the human condition, should 

we maybe nuance that and say he only partially shared in it? Because sometimes when 

we say that phrase “human condition” we are implying sinfulness, and certainly Jesus did 

have that. 

Dr. Craig: Ah! Obviously, I’m not implying sinfulness. No. Sin isn’t essential to the 

human condition. Right? Because Adam and Eve were humans prior to the fall. It is not 

as though they were some other type of being prior to sinning. Sin is not something that is 

essential to the human condition. I think Jesus can share the human condition and a 

human nature without being sinful. So, yes, it is good to make that explicit. I wouldn’t 

want to suggest that Jesus struggled with guilt feelings, for example. 

Student: You know how it says in the Old Testament, While Adam was without sin, as he 

grew older at the end of his day, I think that also refers to his life – he walked with God 

in the garden. So here is Christ – he’s subliminal, he’s been emptied. Only through the 

walking and growing up and living this life he comes to walk with God, have access to all 

of his nature. As far as he has to be completely identified with us, as he grew to learn his 

nature he came to redeem us. Therefore he had to be just like us. He had to take our sin 

upon himself at the cross. He will make a way for salvation to everybody that hopes in 

this. That is what he did. He did at the cross finally become the full measure. He truly 

was cutoff from God the Father. He, like all of us, was cutoff from knowing too much. In 

the original fall, we were prohibited . . . Mary could never come to be sinless. As she 

comes closer she would be more and more convicted of her sinfulness. You need Christ’s 

 
51 25:16 



atoning death. If you read the book of Nahum it says From God’s presence – he is in the 

unapproachable light. It says, You are tormented from his presence – not away from it. 

There is outer darkness in the abyss but the lake of fire is being in his presence without a 

covering. 

Dr. Craig: That forms a nice segue again to the next section of this class. 

We’ve been talking about the person of Christ. In the next section we are going to talk 

about the work of Christ. What did he accomplish? Why did he come? What you are 

referring to there is the doctrine of the imputation of sins to Christ. Protestant Reformers 

held that our sins were imputed to Christ so that he was punished in our place for our 

sins. The question is: how shall we understand that? Does that mean that Jesus became 

literally a sinful person – he became evil and immoral? Or is there another way of 

understanding imputation that doesn’t involve Christ’s actually becoming a selfish, 

lustful, greedy, materialistic person? That is what we’ll be talking up next time.52 This 

touches on my current work on the doctrine of the atonement that I have been doing this 

year. In this next section I am very excited to be sharing a lot of new material with you 

that is the product of my recent study of the atonement that I am very excited about. That 

will be what we’ll take up shortly. 

Student: As I understand, what you are saying is in Christ’s conscious mind he went 

through a process of coming to understand who he was as first the Messiah and then the 

Logos. Early in life he may not have even understood those things in his conscious mind? 

Dr. Craig: I think that is right. Yes. Jesus lying in the manger as a little baby isn’t 

thinking “I am the Messiah of Israel. I am the second person of the Trinity.” Those sorts 

of things. That would be, as I say, a monstrosity and not a genuine incarnation. By the 

time Jesus gets to be twelve years old we have the story of him being left behind in the 

temple and debating with the scribes there. When Mary and Joseph ask him, Why did you 

do this to us and not come home with us? Why would you do such a thing?, his reply is so 

telling. He says, Didn’t you know that I must be about my Father’s business. Already 

there is this sense at twelve of being God’s Son in a special way. I think by the time of 

his baptism Jesus is fully aware of, as you say, his Messianic status and his role as the 

Son of Man. This then comes to fruition in the ministry that he has. But I think there is no 

problem in saying that this is a consciousness and a realization that gradually dawned on 

him as he grew older. 

Student: When we were talking about the attributes of God, I think the definition of 

omniscience was “God knows and believes all true propositions.” Does that mean that 

Jesus of Nazareth could believe false propositions? 
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Dr. Craig: Not if he’s omniscient. Go ahead. I think I know where you are going with 

this. 

Student: I’m asking about this with respect to his human nature. 

Dr. Craig: Right. I know. 

Student: If not, then did he have access to his omniscience? How was he taught? 

Dr. Craig: The model leaves that open. Did Jesus in his waking consciousness have 

access to his subliminal but just refrained from doing it – from accessing it? Did he have 

the ability to reach down deep so to speak and pull out the knowledge of quantum 

mechanics if he wanted to? Or in this state of humiliation, had he really given up access 

to this? That is something the model as explained doesn’t resolve. You can hold to either 

alternative, I think, coherently. You could say that Jesus had the ability to access the 

subliminal but simply refrained from doing so. Or you could say that Jesus did not have 

access to the subliminal but nevertheless this divine subliminal undergirded him and kept 

him from error in what he did believe in his human waking consciousness, or that the 

Holy Spirit so guided his waking consciousness as to keep him from error. It seems to me 

either one of those would be a perfectly plausible account. 

Student: That would still apply to today and forever to Jesus of Nazareth? 

Dr. Craig: That depends on if you think with the ascension (with the state of exaltation) 

that now Jesus has full access to every part of the consciousness of the Logos. That would 

seem to make sense. The state of humiliation in classical theology lasts from the virginal 

conception through the burial. But then after that comes the state of exaltation with the 

ascension into heaven and the seating at the right hand of God. There it would seem very 

plausible to say that now Christ, though incarnate, has full access to all of the knowledge 

of the Logos. I think that is a more pleasing model of Christ’s exalted status in any case.53 

Student: In John 1:48 Jesus sees Nathaniel under the tree. There you have an example of 

where he had some sort of superhuman knowledge even though . . . 

Dr. Craig: Yeah, could it be that on occasion aspects of the divine subliminal would 

surface in consciousness so that he is able to say to Nathaniel, I saw you under the fig 

tree, or maybe in prophesying the future? Aspects of this sort were available to him. Or, 

alternatively, one might say, no, it was the Holy Spirit who revealed this to him so it was 

through the Spirit of God that Christ was guided, kept from error, and illumined. Again, I 

think either alternative would be a plausible theory. 

END DISCUSSION 

 
53 35:00 



In conclusion, if this proposed model does make sense then I think that it serves to show 

that the classic doctrine of the incarnation is perfectly coherent and plausible. Not only 

that, but I think it serves religiously as well to elicit praise to God for his self-emptying 

act of taking on our human nature and its condition with all of its struggles and 

limitations and weaknesses for our sake and for our salvation. Thus our heart can rejoice 

with the words of Charles Wesley in his great hymn: 

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see, 

Hail the incarnate Deity. 

Pleased as man with men to dwell, 

Jesus, our Emmanuel. 

Hark! The herald angels sing, 

“Glory to the newborn King!”54 
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Lecture 8: The Work of Christ –  
His Death and Atonement 

We’ve been talking about the person of Christ. Today we want to turn to a new section on 

the work of Christ. The operative question in the person of Christ is who is Christ? The 

operative question with respect to the work of Christ is what did he do? The work of 

Christ has traditionally been analyzed by Protestant theologians in terms of the three 

offices held by Christ, namely prophet, priest, and king. We want to look especially at 

Christ’s work with respect to his priestly office. This is called the doctrine of the 

atonement. 

The word “atonement” is unique among theological terms in that it does not derive from 

Latin or Greek, but rather derives from a Middle English expression “at onement” 

indicating a state of harmony or union. The closest New Testament word for atonement 

in this sense is the term katallagé which means “reconciliation,” specifically, the 

reconciliation of God and man. Reconciliation is the overarching theme of the New 

Testament. Other important New Testament motifs such as the Kingdom of God or 

justification or salvation or redemption are subservient to this overarching theme of 

reconciliation with God. Atonement in this sense is at the very center of the Christian 

faith. 

But I need to alert you to a narrower sense of the word “atonement” which is expressed 

by the biblical words that are usually translated by the English word “atonement” or “to 

atone.” In the Old Testament the word “atonement” and its cognates translate forms of 

the Hebrew having the root kpr - that is the Hebrew root that then is differently inflected. 

The best known of these expression is doubtless Yom Kippur – the Jewish holy day or 

Day of Atonement. To atone in this biblical sense takes as its object impurity or sin. One 

atones for impurity or for sin. It has the sense “to purify” or “to cleanse.” The result of 

atonement in this more narrow sense can be said to be atonement in the broader sense – 

reconciliation. But nevertheless, the biblical words which are translated “to atone” or 

“atonement” in your English Bibles need to be understood in the narrower sense of “to 

cleanse” or “to purify” if we are to understand correctly the meaning of these texts. 

Theologically, the doctrine of the atonement of Christ concerns atonement in this 

narrower, biblical sense, and has traditionally been classified or treated under the priestly 

office of Christ. 

The message of the New Testament is that God, out of his great love, has provided the 

means of atonement through Jesus Christ. By his death on the cross, Christ has made 

possible the reconciliation of alienated and condemned sinners to God. John 3:16 says, 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life.” Thus the expression “the cross” came to be a 



metaphor which epitomizes the entire Christian Gospel message.55 So Paul, for example, 

could refer to the Gospel message he preached as “the Word of the cross” (1 Corinthians 

1:18). He also reminded his Corinthian converts in 1 Corinthians 2:2, “I decided to know 

nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” So central to the proclamation 

of the Gospel message was the atoning death of Christ. 

This wasn’t an emphasis that was peculiar to Paul or the writers of the epistles. The four 

Gospels devote disproportionate amount of space to Jesus’ so-called Passion, that is to 

say the final week of his suffering and his crucifixion thereby emphasizing the death of 

Christ. 

Of course, Jesus’ death wasn’t the end of the Passion story. The Gospels conclude with 

Jesus’ victorious resurrection from the dead vindicating Jesus as God’s chosen one. The 

death and resurrection of Jesus are thus two sides of the same coin. Paul says in Romans 

4:25, “Christ was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” So death 

and resurrection are really two sides of the same coin. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, Paul quotes the earliest known summary of the Gospel message. 

It is a four-line formula which scholars have dated to within the first five years after 

Jesus’ crucifixion. In 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 Paul says, 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, [then he begins 

to quote this four-line formula] that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 

scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in 

accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas [Peter], then to the 

twelve. 

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:11 that this is the message that was preached not only by 

him but by all of the apostles, and it is the message that dominates the New Testament. 

Notice in this formula – in the first line – it says that Christ died for our sins. In Romans 

4:25 that we quoted a moment ago Paul says that Jesus had been put to death (or literally 

in the Greek “delivered up”) for our trespasses. Christ died for our sins, he died for our 

trespasses. That raises the question: how is it that Jesus’ death dealt with our sins? How 

did his dying on the cross overcome the estrangement and condemnation of sinners 

before a holy God so as to reconcile them to him? 

This is question that governs the doctrine of the atonement. In handling this question, I 

think it is important that we distinguish between the fact of the atonement and a theory of 

the atonement. There are a great variety of theories of the atonement that have been 

offered down through church history to try to make sense of the fundamental fact that 

Christ by his death has provided the means of reconciliation with God. So the fact of the 
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atonement is straightforward. Christ, by his death, has made possible the reconciliation of 

sinners with God. But how this works is a matter of one’s theory of the atonement. 

Competing theories of the atonement need to be assessed in terms of two criteria. First of 

all, there accord with biblical teaching. Any theory of the atonement pretending to be 

Christian needs to be consistent with the biblical data about the atonement.56 Secondly, 

they should be assessed in terms of their philosophical coherence. A theory of the 

atonement which is logically incoherent or otherwise philosophically problematic doesn’t 

commend itself to us. We need to assess these competing theories both in terms of their 

accord with biblical data as well as their philosophical coherence. 

Unfortunately Christian philosophers who have dealt in recent years with the doctrine of 

the atonement have tended to neglect the biblical data respecting the atonement. They 

are, after all, not biblical scholars, and so this question lies outside their area of expertise. 

As a result they often formulate theories of the atonement which, however congenial, 

don’t necessarily comport with the biblical data. 

So we want to begin by concentrating on the biblical data concerning the atonement and 

spend a good deal of time looking at that. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Kippur? 

Dr. Craig: Kippur. “Kpr.” It can be differently vocalized like in Yom Kippur there is a 

“u” but in the word usually translated as “to atone” it is kipper with an “e”. The lid of the 

arc of the covenant in the Holy of Holies was called a kapporet which also comes from 

this same root – “kpr.” 

Student: [inaudible] 

Dr. Craig: To cleanse or to purify. Good question. We want to be sure we get these 

meanings correct. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s look at the biblical data concerning the atonement. 

Theologians have often remarked on the multiplicity of metaphors and motifs 

characterizing the atonement found in the New Testament. The biblical doctrine of the 

atonement, I think, has been very aptly compared to a multifaceted jewel that can’t be 

reduced to just one motif. Rather it is a multifaceted doctrine and a full-blown atonement 

doctrine must take account of these different motifs. Let’s look at some of the various 

facets of the biblical doctrine of the atonement. 
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The predominate motif used in the New Testament to characterize the atonement would 

be the motif of sacrifice. Christ’s death is a sacrificial offering to God on our behalf. New 

Testament scholar Joel Green provides the following very pithy summary of the New 

Testament data respecting Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering: 

In their development of the saving significance of Jesus’ death, early Christians 

were heavily influenced by the world of the sacrificial cult in Israel’s 

Scriptures . . .  

If you are not familiar with that word, the word “cult” doesn’t mean a sect or an aberrant 

teaching. Cult here refers to the ritual that was performed in the tabernacle and in the 

temple. Religious cult in this sense is more like liturgy. 

. . . and by the practices of animal sacrifice in the Jerusalem temple . . . The 

expression “Christ died for all,” widespread in this and variant forms throughout 

the New Testament . . . is thematic in this regard, as are references to the salvific 

effects of the blood of Christ [which has reference to the blood of the 

sacrifices]. . . . Jesus’ death is presented as a covenant sacrifice . . ., a Passover 

sacrifice . . ., the sin offering . . ., the offering of first fruits . . ., the sacrifice 

offered on the Day of Atonement . . ., and an offering reminiscent of Abraham’s 

presentation of Isaac. . . . The writer of Ephesians [5:2] summarizes well: “Christ 

loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”57 

This motif of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering to God is central to the New 

Testament data with respect to Christ’s death.58 

Let’s look more closely at Jesus’ attitude toward his death. The interpretation of Jesus’ 

death as a sacrificial offering was not some ex post facto rationalization on the part of the 

early Christians of Jesus’ ignominious death by crucifixion. Rather Jesus himself had 

seen his impending death in this light. Jesus predicted his death and even provoked it by 

his messianic actions in Jerusalem during the Passover Feast such as, for example, the 

triumphal entry into the city. 

Jesus’ selection of the Passover festival as the time for the climax of his ministry is no 

accident. This was deliberate. As he celebrated his final Passover meal with the disciples 

he says these words in Mark 14:22-24, 

And as they were eating, he took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to 

them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had 
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given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, 

“This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many.” 

Jesus evidently saw his impending death symbolized in the elements of the Passover 

meal. It was the blood of the Passover lamb that was smeared on the doorposts of the 

Israelite houses that had saved the Jewish people from God’s judgment when the death 

angel passed over them and smote the firstborn of Egypt. Moreover, the expression that 

Jesus uses - “this is my blood of the covenant” - recalls Moses’ words in Exodus 24:8 

when he inaugurated the Mosaic covenant with the people: “And Moses took the blood 

and threw it upon the people, and said, ‘Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord 

has made with you in accordance with all these words.’” Now Jesus says, “This is my 

blood of the covenant.” 

Jesus, as the Messiah, is inaugurating by his death the new covenant which had been 

prophesied by Jeremiah in Jeremiah 31:31-34. Jeremiah says [starting at verse 34], 

And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, 

‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the 

greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their 

sin no more. 

In this passage God is presenting a new covenant that would bring restoration and 

forgiveness of sin. 

Moreover, going back to Jesus’ words in Mark 14, his words that his blood is poured out 

for many hark back to Isaiah’s prophecy of the servant of the Lord in Isaiah 53:12. God 

says, “he poured out his soul to death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he 

bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” Jesus evidently saw 

himself as the suffering servant of the Lord described in Isaiah 53 who, in verse 10, 

“makes himself an offering for sin.”59 

Earlier in Mark, Mark 10:45, Jesus describes himself in the following way: “For the Son 

of Man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many.” The Son of Man that Jesus refers to here is a divine-human figure from the book 

of Daniel 7. Daniel 7:14 says, “And to him [the Son of Man] was given dominion and 

glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him.” In Mark 

10:45 Jesus stands this saying on its head. In Daniel it says that all peoples, nations, and 

languages should serve the Son of Man. But Jesus says the Son of Man has come not to 

be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. He comes in the role of a 

servant, like the servant of Isaiah 53, and he gives his life as a ransom for many. Jesus 

evidently saw his death as a redemptive sacrifice like the Passover sacrifice. He saw 
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himself as a sin-bearer inaugurating like the Mosaic sacrifice a fresh covenant between 

God and man that would bring restoration and forgiveness of the people. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: You astutely pointed out the difference between covenant and to be served and 

serving. Do you see each of those as two halves of the covenant where Christ served us 

and took up his cross, we must take up our cross and serve him. 

Dr. Craig: I would say that with the second coming of the Son of Man – when he says he 

comes in the glory of the Father with the angels – then everything will be made subject to 

him and he will then reign and Daniel 7:14 will be fulfilled. All peoples and nations will 

serve the Son of Man when he comes in glory. But in his first coming he comes as a 

ransom, as a sacrifice. 

Student: What I was saying is the only way people can serve Christ is by taking up their 

cross and walking in the Spirit. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, fair enough. As members of his Kingdom we do want to live lives that 

are in service to Christ and to our fellow men as well. 

END DISCUSSION 

In the last words of Jesus at the Last Supper, as well as this ransom saying of Mark 10:45, 

we have a clear insight into how Jesus understood his death which he deliberately 

provoked. He saw this as a redemptive sacrifice for sin that would inaugurate the new 

covenant. 

We can gain insight into Jesus’ death as a sacrificial offering by examining the function 

of the Old Testament sacrifices which formed the interpretive framework for Jesus’ 

death. So I want to turn now to a brief discussion of the Old Testament background of 

sacrifice. 

When we turn to these Old Testament sacrifices we enter a world which is utterly foreign 

to modern Western readers. Most of us, I dare say, have never seen an animal butchered 

much less done it ourselves. Used to as we are to buying our meat or poultry in 

antiseptically wrapped packages and refrigerated bins, we are apt to find these animal 

sacrifices in the Old Testament revolting as well as bewildering. Moreover, most of us 

have no familiarity with a world in which ritual practices which were fraught with 

symbolic meaning play a major role in one’s interaction with the spiritual realm.60 So 

these Old Testament rituals may often strike us as bizarre and opaque. If we are to 

understand these practices we have got to shed our Western modern sensibilities and try 

to enter sympathetically into the world of a bucolic society which was not squeamish 
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about blood and guts and which had a highly developed ritual system for its approach to 

God. 

The challenge of understanding these ancient texts is compounded by the fact that they 

often describe rituals without explaining their meaning. The meaning of these rituals was 

probably known to their contemporary practitioners but we don’t have that advantage. So 

we have to try as best as we can to discern the proper interpretation of these practices 

based upon the clues that we have. Fortunately, I think we do have sufficient evidence to 

form some reliable idea about how these Old Testament sacrifices functioned. 

The Old Testament sacrifices come in a bewildering variety, the distinctive functions of 

which are not always clear. Fortunately, I think we can determine the general function of 

these sacrifices without going into a delineation of the various kinds of sacrifices that 

were prescribed. In general, the sacrifices served the twin fundamental purposes of the 

expiation of sin and the propitiation of God. The word “expiate” means to cleanse or to 

purify. The word “propitiate” means to appease or placate or satisfy. The purpose of 

expiation is to cleanse or purify from sin and impurity. The object of propitiation is God 

– to appease or satisfy God’s wrath or justice. It is important to keep these two notions 

distinct. The object of expiation is sin or impurity; the object of propitiation is God. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I understand that the Greek Orthodox church has a different view of propitiation. 

There has also been some people who have said, Is this trying to appease and angry 

God? They don’t like the doctrine of it. Maybe I am getting way ahead of things. Maybe 

we will go into that later. 

Dr. Craig: I think that you are making a very good point. Many people, many 

theologians, are deeply offended at the notion of propitiation – that God is wrathful and 

needs to be satisfied or appeased or placated. Just this week I read a book by a modern 

theologian who very explicitly says the purpose of these sacrifices was expiation and 

propitiation. He is entirely honest in his exegesis. But then he himself says this is 

barbaric, primitive, disgusting, and needs to be rejected. But we are not to that assessment 

stage yet. Right now we are just trying to see what was the role of these sacrifices and 

even the detractors like this theologian I read recognize that an honest exegesis of these 

texts is that they do serve to placate or appease the wrath and justice of God as well as to 

cleanse and purify from sin. That is the only point that we are making right now.61 

Student: Since we are taking about Christ’s work, I tend to understand expiation in the 

sense of that was his passive obedience and propitiation was his active obedience. The 
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expiation being he died on the cross but the propitiation (what really turns God’s wrath 

away) I understand is Christ’s act of work that he did. 

Dr. Craig: I don’t think that is accurate. You should look again at your systematic 

theology text or something because it is true that the crucifixion of Christ is part of his 

passive obedience in some Reformation theologians but that involves propitiation of 

God’s wrath. His sacrificial death serves to satisfy God and so to allay his wrath. The 

active obedience of Christ would come in more with respect to the imputation of Christ’s 

righteousness to us. His passive obedience in dying for sin takes away our sin, but then 

his active obedience of living a perfect and sinless life provides the basis for the 

imputation of his righteousness to me so that that is credited to my account. But, again, 

that is getting ahead of ourselves. 

Student: This is a question about the sacrificial system of Old Testament as a whole. Do 

you believe that the sacrificial system was symbolic and doing it was preparing the 

people for what Jesus was to do so that they would understand it better one day and it 

would help them recognize their own sin? Or was the spilling of the blood of these 

animals actually covering their sin in God’s eyes and therefore they were getting 

forgiveness and it was actually covering, or was it symbolic? 

Dr. Craig: That is an excellent question. I am sure that for most of them they thought that 

the latter was true. They thought that this is the way in which you atone for sin. But, as a 

Christian, I look back on these sacrifices through the lens of the New Testament. There it 

is very clear the author of Hebrews says it is impossible that the blood of bulls and goats 

should take away sin. He says these animal sacrifices were ineffectual. Paul says in 

Romans 3 God passed over these former sins. He didn’t punish them. In his forbearance 

God overlooked them, but now he has dealt with them finally in Christ. So I would see 

these sacrifices in the former way you described – they were in a sense foreshadowings 

of what God would do in Christ. They were effective insofar as staying the wrath of God 

and the judgment of God until these sins should be dealt with in Christ. But it is not as 

though they provided a final resolution to the problem. There I think we have to agree 

with Paul and with the author of Hebrews that these animal sacrifices really couldn’t do 

anything to actually bring expiation from sin or propitiation of God's justice (or 

satisfaction of God’s justice). 

Student: That is one of the reasons why a lot of people believe that none of the righteous 

men of the Old Testament actually went to heaven before Christ died. They were in 

Abraham’s bosom or something because their sins have not actually been paid for yet. 

Dr. Craig: I don’t know if that is why they would say that. I would say with respect to 

the state of the soul after death that no one goes immediately to heaven because that will 

not come until the final resurrection of the dead. Until the final resurrection of the dead 



and the Judgment Day, heaven and hell are not there for people to go to. There is a kind 

of interim state where the souls of the righteous dead abide until the resurrection at the 

end of the age. 

Student: Am I correct in understanding that all of this centers around the fact that God 

created man, the pinnacle of his creation on Earth, and gave man free will, but instead of 

choosing him he listened to the devil and sinned with that free will. Therefore that is what 

angered God because he had created this creature who sinned which then immediately 

separated man from him. It seems justified in his just being holy and just that would 

necessitate anger.62 He couldn’t just overlook something like that. 

Dr. Craig: A righteous indignation. 

Student: Right. Therefore it led to under expiation that that was the culmination of that – 

yes he had anger but in his perfect love he therefore created a way to account for that and 

bringing mankind back to himself. To me they are very interwoven. In that light, it 

doesn’t seem so repugnant that God has that anger. It seems perfectly just. 

Dr. Craig: Very well said. Thank you. It is important to understand that in contrast to 

pagan sacrifices and pagan religions, Israel is not dealing with some sort of capricious 

deity who needs to be buttered up and manipulated into treating them well. Rather, I 

think as you say, people in a state of fallenness or sin fall under the wrath of a holy and 

just God. Therefore these sacrifices are a demonstration of God’s love. They are God’s 

loving provision for fallen people to be cleansed and restored into right fellowship with 

God. They are not the sort of attempts to manipulate this capricious and angry deity you 

have in pagan sacrifices. I’ll say something more about this when we get to our next topic 

which is on propitiatory sacrifices. We’ll describe exactly how they did function. But I 

think you have given us an excellent preview. 

END DISCUSSION63 
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Lecture 9: Old Testament Sacrifices,  
Propitiation, and Expiation 

We’ve begun our study of the atonement wrought by Christ. We saw last time that the 

predominant motif in the New Testament for the atonement wrought by Jesus’ death is 

that of a sacrifice to God – a sacrificial offering. We began to look at the Old Testament 

background to the notion of sacrifice. We saw that in the Levitical sacrifices which were 

offered in the tabernacle and then later in the temple in Jerusalem that these sacrifices in 

general served twin functions. They would expiate sin. That is, they would cleanse or 

purify of sin. Then they would propitiate God. That is to say they would satisfy God’s 

justice and wrath. 

Let’s look today specifically at propitiatory sacrifices. 

At least some of the Old Testament sacrifices were clearly propitiatory in nature. A 

premier example is the sacrifice of the Passover lamb. This sacrifice was not originally 

intended for the expiation of sin. Rather, the blood of the lamb smeared on the 

doorframes of the Israelite homes served to shelter them from divine wrath and judgment 

as it swept over Egypt. In Exodus 12:13 the Lord says, “when I see the blood, I will pass 

over you, and no plague shall fall upon you to destroy you, when I smite the land of 

Egypt.” Had they not offered these sacrifices then God’s deadly judgment would have 

fallen on the Israelites as well as the Egyptians. But these sacrifices of the Passover lamb 

served to safeguard them from the wrath and judgment of God. 

Propitiation is also in view in the various priestly sacrifices which were offered in the 

tabernacle and in the temple. The careful regulations that were prescribed for these 

sacrificial offerings should be understood against the background of God’s striking down 

Aaron’s sons for unlawfully offering sacrifices in the tabernacle precincts. These are 

described in Leviticus 10:1-2, 16:1: 

Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, each took his censer, and put fire in it, 

and laid incense on it, and offered unholy fire before the Lord, such as he had not 

commanded them. And fire came forth from the presence of the Lord and 

devoured them, and they died before the Lord. . . . The Lord spoke to Moses, after 

the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the Lord and 

died. 

Here these prescriptions are laid down for offering these sacrifices appropriately. 

God was conceived to be especially present in the tabernacle in the innermost sanctum – 

the Holy of Holies. Therefore he had to be approached with utmost care – care which was 

not observed by Aaron’s sons. It was a dangerous business, frankly, having a holy God 



dwelling in the midst of a sinful and impure people. We see this in God’s warning to the 

people of Israel in Exodus 33:5: 

For the Lord had said to Moses, “Say to the people of Israel, ‘You are a stiff-

necked people; if for a single moment I should go up among you, I would 

consume you.” 

The sacrificial system functioned to facilitate the juxtaposition of the holy and the 

unholy.64 It did this not merely by purging the tabernacle and its paraphernalia of 

ceremonial impurity but also by propitiating God and so averting his wrath upon the 

people. 

This is especially evident in the roasting of certain sacrificial animals where it is 

repeatedly said to produce “a pleasing odor” or “fragrance” to the Lord. We find this, for 

example, in Leviticus 1:9 where the smell of the sacrifices rises to God as a pleasing 

fragrance which implies that they help to cultivate God’s favor. That was symbolized in 

the fragrance of the roasting of these sacrifices. 

Both in the Passover sacrifice and then in these Levitical sacrifices we see the function 

that the sacrifices play in propitiating God and averting his wrath. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am trying to understand if there is a ransom component of the atonement. Let 

me make it abundantly clear – I am completely against the ransom theory of the 

atonement. I don’t want to have anything to do with it. I am distancing myself from that. 

But at the same time, it seems like there are parts of Scripture where there is an economic 

transaction made and God is satisfied. You see that in Ruth with the kinsman redeemer. 

But in the Old Testament, if you look at Numbers 3, there is an excess number of Levites 

– exactly 273 – and Moses says give me money for these people. I am just trying to 

understand if this somehow points to Christ’s sacrifice in any way. 

Dr. Craig: I think it does. We will talk about ransom later on. Remember I quoted (I 

think) last time Jesus’ famous ransom saying in Mark 10:45 where he says the Son of 

Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. Jesus 

himself confirms this ransom motif – a sort of payment that was used to buy slaves out of 

slavery or to buy back prisoners of war that had been taken by the enemy. Ransom also 

appears in these Levitical sacrifices. I didn’t mention it, but in certain cases instead of 

bringing an animal sacrifice you could bring a ransom payment instead. This payment 

would stand in for the sacrifice and thereby achieve atonement. So ransom is also an 
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element. But I think it is subsidiary to the motif of sacrifice which is much more 

prominent. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s turn to the next subpoint which is expiatory sacrifices. Certain of the Old Testament 

sacrifices also served an expiatory function. 

In the priestly system of sacrifices, the sacrificial offerings served to remove ceremonial 

impurity and/or moral guilt. For example, in Leviticus 5:10 we have the following 

promise which is repeated throughout the book: “. . . the priest shall make atonement for 

him for the sin which he has committed, and he shall be forgiven.” The word that is 

translated here as “to make atonement” is the Hebrew word kipper. The word kipper has 

a range of meaning. It can mean “to ransom.” It can mean “to purge.” It can mean “to 

expiate.” But what is significant here in this promise in Leviticus 5:10 is the result. The 

person’s sins are forgiven. The ritual sacrifice has removed his guilt.65 

In his much acclaimed Leviticus commentary, Jacob Milgrom has the following to say, 

Although the cult concentrates heavily on the purging of sanctuary impurity, it too 

recognizes that the ultimate source of impurity is human sin.”66 

Sin must therefore be expiated. The continual purging and reconsecration of the altar 

points to the singular function of the altar: it is the medium of God’s salvific 

expiation of the sins of Israel. Therefore, not only does it have to be purged of 

Israel’s sins; it must be a fit instrument for effecting expiation for Israel when 

sacrifices are offered up on it.67 

While repentance is a necessary condition for forgiveness of sins, Milgrom says, 

For the complete annulment of the sin, however, for the assurance of divine 

forgiveness (sālah.), sacrificial expiation (kippēr) is always required.68 

Kipper in its most abstract sense thus comes to mean “to atone” or “to expiate.” From 

Milgrom again, 

The meaning here is that the offerer is cleansed of his impurities/sins and 

becomes reconciled, ‘at one,’ with God.69 

That is on page 1083 of his Leviticus commentary volume 1. 
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These Levitical sacrifices were accompanied by a very telling hand-laying ritual. The 

offerer of the animal sacrifice was to lay his hand upon the head of the animal to be 

sacrificed before slaying it. The offerer would kill the animal himself, but before he did 

so he had to lay his hand upon its head. Leviticus 1:4 states this. The expression that is 

used here indicates in Hebrew a forceful laying of the hand. One is to press his hand upon 

the head of the beast to be sacrificed. 

Although Milgrom suggests that this “hand-leaning” ritual as he calls it was meant 

merely to indicate ownership of the sacrificial animal, I think such an interpretation is 

implausible and trivializes an apparently important feature of the ceremony. Somebody 

who brings an animal with a rope around his neck up to the altar with a knife in his hand 

is obviously bringing his sacrifice just as obviously as somebody who brings a bird or 

grain in his hand to offer for sacrifice. If there were any doubt at all, a verbal 

confirmation would suffice: This is my sacrificial goat, for example. Rather, this 

emphatic pressing of the hand, I think, is meant to indicate minimally the identification of 

the offerer with the animal he is about to slay. So the animal’s fate represents 

symbolically the fate that the worshiper would deserve. Death is the penalty for sin, and 

the animal dies in the place of the worshiper. 

Notice this is not to say that the animal was punished for the worshiper’s sins. Rather, it 

is to say that the animal suffered the fate or the death that would have been the 

punishment for the worshiper if it had been inflicted on him instead. One isn’t saying that 

the animal was punished in the place of the worshiper. One is saying that the animal 

suffers the fate which would have been the worshiper’s punishment if it had been 

inflicted on him instead. The priest taking the blood of the slain animal and sprinkling it 

on the altar, whatever its exact meaning might be, indicates minimally, I think, that the 

life of the animal has been offered to God as a sacrifice to atone for the offerer’s sin.70 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I just was reading through Leviticus lately and some of the uncleanness was for 

ceremonial things like maybe you touched a dead body or touched an unclean animal or 

had certain bodily discharges that you had no control over. In other words, things that we 

would say didn’t have a moral component. Do you want to comment on that, and why the 

need? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. I indicated that the purpose of these sacrifices was to cleanse of either 

ceremonial impurity or moral guilt. The cleansing of the tabernacle itself (the tent) and its 

paraphernalia (the altar, the other things that were in the tabernacle) represents cleansing 

of ritual impurity and then reconsecrating the altar. As Milgrom said, the reason this 
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needed to be done was that the altar needed to be a fit instrument, a pure instrument, upon 

which then sacrifices could be offered that would expiate the moral sin of the people. So 

the sacrifices did not simply cleanse of ceremonial impurity (they did that, that is true) 

but they also more profoundly cleansed of sin and brought forgiveness as we saw which 

was the ultimate source of the impurity. 

Whenever Leviticus talks about making atonement for inanimate objects, it is talking 

about this cleansing of ceremonial impurity. But when it talks about people, it is talking 

about their moral guilt. Good question. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s turn now to a discussion of the Yom Kippur sacrifices. 

The expiatory ritual par excellence was the annual sacrifices on Yom Kippur – the Day of 

Atonement. This was performed on behalf of the whole nation, not just individuals, and it 

covered a whole range of sins that the personal sacrifices did not atone for. You can read 

about the Yom Kippur ritual in Leviticus 16. 

This day featured an extraordinary ritual involving the presentation of a pair of goats, one 

of which was sacrificially killed and the other driven out into the desert bearing away the 

iniquities of the people which had been symbolically laid on the goat through a hand-

laying ritual performed by the priest. I think these actions are best seen as two aspects of 

the same ritual rather than as two separate and distinct rituals. They are like two sides of 

the same coin. It is really one ritual with two aspects to it. Look at Leviticus 14:2-7 for a 

very similar ritual involving two birds which makes this, I think, evident. This is a ritual 

to be performed for the cleansing of skin diseases. In Leviticus 14:2-7 we read: 

This shall be the law of the leper for the day of his cleansing. He shall be brought 

to the priest; and the priest shall go out of the camp, and the priest shall make an 

examination. Then, if the leprous disease is healed in the leper, the priest shall 

command them to take for him who is to be cleansed two living clean birds and 

cedarwood and scarlet stuff and hyssop; and the priest shall command them to kill 

one of the birds in an earthen vessel over running water. He shall take the living 

bird with the cedarwood and the scarlet stuff and the hyssop, and dip them and the 

living bird in the blood of the bird that was killed over the running water; and he 

shall sprinkle it seven times upon him who is to be cleansed of leprosy; then he 

shall pronounce him clean, and shall let the living bird go into the open field. 

In this ritual, the blood of the slain bird cleanses the person of impurity while the release 

of the living bird symbolizes the removal of his impurity.71 I think the case of the two 

goats on Yom Kippur is parallel to this. The blood of the slain goat atones for sin; the goat 
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driven into the wilderness symbolically declares the removal of their sins from them. If 

sin could be expiated simply by laying it on the living goat and driving it away into the 

desert, then obviously the whole ceremonial sacrificial system would be pointless. Rather 

a sacrificial death is necessary. As it says in Leviticus 17:11 (a key text): “For the life of 

the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for 

your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of the life.”  

The description of the Yom Kippur ritual differentiates between “mak[ing] atonement for 

the sanctuary, and . . . for the tent of meeting and for the altar” and “mak[ing] atonement 

for the priests and for all the people” (Leviticus 16:33). As I indicated, making atonement 

for inanimate objects means cleansing or purging them of ritual uncleanness, whereas 

making atonement for people is to expiate their sins. Leviticus 16:30 says, “For on this 

day shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you; from all your sins you shall be 

clean before the Lord.” The sprinkled blood of the goat, along with the blood of a bull 

sacrificed by the priest, shall not only “make atonement for the sanctuary” but also “make 

atonement for himself and for his house and for all the assembly of Israel” (vv 16-17). 

So the blood of the sacrificial goat atones for the sins and iniquities of the people, while 

the driving out of the other goat into the desert symbolizes the effectiveness of the 

sacrifice in removing their sins from them. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I have a question about more of a cultural one than dealing with the subject. Do 

they still do sacrifices like this anymore? 

Dr. Craig: Jews do not because there is no temple. Given the destruction of the temple in 

AD 70 the sacrifices ceased. You see then the origin of rabbinic Judaism which involves 

a major reformulation of what Judaism is given that sacrifice can no longer be offered. 

Student: Can you comment on the nature of this sacrificial system? It seemed to be that 

the people on a daily basis brought their sacrifices into the tabernacle or at least the 

courtyard of the tabernacle to be sacrificed. This pressing of the hand and so on seems to 

me to be a picture of transferring the sin to the animal in some sense. But then on an 

annual basis there was this special sacrifice where two goats were brought – one was 

sacrificed, one was taken outside the camp. It is almost as though their sins are piling up 

here in the tabernacle court. Then once a year they are taken out. Is that legitimate? 

Dr. Craig: I think that is fair. The Yom Kippur sacrifices covered a range of sins that 

were not covered by the personal individual sacrifices. The Yom Kippur sacrifices are 

described as atoning for the sins, trespasses, and iniquities of the people, whereas the 

daily sacrifices were primarily offered for inadvertent sins that a person might undergo, 



but not the really serious sins that a person might commit.72 So you are right. There is a 

sense in which these serious sins are piling up and accruing and so once a year we need to 

have this cleansing of the tabernacle and the altar and the other paraphernalia, and then 

also the cleansing or atonement of the sins of the people. 

Let me just say one other thing. You will notice I did not say that the hand-pressing 

ceremony in these daily Levitical sacrifices was a transfer of sin. In the Yom Kippur 

sacrifice you have a double hand-laying ceremony where both hands are laid on the 

scapegoat by the High Priest. There it explicitly says that the sins are laid upon the goat, 

and then he is driven out into the wilderness. With respect to the single hand-laying 

ceremony, it could have been that this meant that the worshiper’s sins were transferred 

onto the animal that he was about to slay. But it doesn’t say that explicitly. In order not to 

overstate my case, what I said is that minimally, I think, the hand-leaning ceremony 

indicates the identification of the worshiper with the animal that he is about to slay. It 

may be more than that. As I say, the meaning of these sacrifices isn’t explained to us. We 

can only guess at them sometimes. It could well be that it involved the transfer of the sin 

of the worshiper to the animal to be slain. But because that is not entirely clear I defended 

a more modest claim.  

Student: Couldn’t the individual ones – the daily ones – be individual and then the Yom 

Kippur sacrifices be corporate? 

Dr. Craig: That is a good question, but I don’t think so. My impression is that the Yom 

Kippur sacrifices are not offered for corporate sins. Indeed, it is hard to even know what 

those would be. Maybe unbelief or hardness of heart or something. But things like theft 

or lying or adultery aren’t corporate sins because those are committed by individuals. It is 

a more general sacrifice in that it is not offered on behalf of an individual worshiper. It is 

offered on behalf of the people. But I would say not for corporate sins. It is offered for 

the individual sins of all the people. 

Student: It is my understanding – and correct me if I’m wrong – but early Judaism really 

didn’t have an idea of what we would think of as heaven or spending eternity with God or 

anything like that. So I am curious – what did these early Jews see themselves as getting 

from having their sins expiated? Were they just hoping to avoid immediate judgment? 

Dr. Craig: Yes! Remember I said that it was a dangerous business having this holy God 

dwell in your midst. These sacrifices enabled the juxtaposition of the holy and the 

unholy. This was the way that God could dwell with his people. He gave them this 

sacrificial system to make that possible by continual purging and reconsecration of the 

tabernacle and the altar and so forth. By expiation of their sins it enabled God to be in the 
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midst of his people in that way, and it would bring forgiveness of sins. But you are quite 

right in saying that these were not done with a view toward obtaining eternal life. 

Student: I guess I think of the sacrifices starting way back in the Garden of Eden with the 

sin there and the killing of the animals and taking the skin. Those animals would have 

had a very good relationship with Adam and Eve, and they saw the seriousness of the sin, 

that it really affected them to have those animals killed for the sin. I think as we move 

forward of, Gee, I’ve sinned. Somebody go out in the corral and grab a sheep and we’ll 

kill it, that doesn’t seem to have much of an affect on me that much. I know God doesn’t 

need that. I wonder if you could comment on what is the role of this? It seems like an 

easy way out actually.73 

Dr. Craig: Really? I’m surprised you say that. As I studied the sacrificial system I’ve 

thought to myself, “What a lot of work!” This is really a lot of effort bringing your goat 

into the tabernacle and then killing it yourself and having to do this repeatedly over and 

over again. It seems to me to be . . . 

Student: Is it just the amount of work, or is there something inherent in the taking of the 

blood of the animal that affects me. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, there is. I quoted that from Leviticus 17:11 – the life is in the blood. So 

I’ve given you the blood on the altar to expiate for your sins. The slaying of these animals 

from the herd or from the flock did carry this strong message that death is the 

consequence of sin. But God is willing to take this animal’s death in place of you. So it is 

a sobering reminder, I think, of sin and how serious it is. 

Student: Do you think we’ll have a sacrifice again in the end times with the new . . .? 

Dr. Craig: I don’t think so. I find that inconceivable that after the once-for-all sacrifice of 

Christ for sins that God would revert to animal sacrifices again. Although I know I’ve 

heard some people suggest that. 

Let me just say one last little comment. You are quite right in pointing out that the 

offering of sacrifices preceded the sacrificial system in the temple. Abraham and others 

offered burnt offerings to God. From my reading it seems that these burnt offerings that 

were offered to God preceded the Levitical system and they were adopted and taken up 

into the Levitical sacrificial system along with a number of other types of sacrifice. But 

we know very, very little about these pre-Levitical sacrifices that were offered. They are 

not explained at all. The ones that we know the most about are the sacrifices in the 

tabernacle and the temple, so that is the focus of our attention even though the burnt 

offerings were offered prior to their incorporation into the Levitical system. 
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Student: I think the sacrifice has something to do with what Jesus ultimately says, “the 

truth will set you free.” Sin has a bondage power. Whether you are manipulated into 

being bound or you are bound due to your own choice or wrong concept, the sacrifice 

kind of reverts that bondage so that one is set to live out the abundant life God intended. 

Do you think that . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: I certainly think that a bondage to sin and evil is a prominent biblical motif. I 

would relate it more to what was said earlier about ransom. I will say something about it 

later on. But the idea of ransoming someone out of bondage – you make this payment to 

set them free from slavery, to set the slave free, or to buy back the prisoners of war. This 

idea of redemption or ransom I think is closely related with the liberation from the 

bondage of sin, death, and condemnation. 

Student: So the biblical definition of justice is an eye-for-an-eye and a tooth-for-a-tooth. 

So if man sins and the penalty for sin is death, the death of a bull or a goat isn’t an eye-

for-an-eye or a tooth-for-a-tooth, right? In Hebrews 10:4 it says it is impossible for the 

blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. We talk about this being salvific but it is just 

covering, right? 

Dr. Craig: It was provisional. I think that from a Christian perspective, looking back 

through the eyes of the atonement wrought by Christ, the author of the book of Hebrews 

is able to say these sacrifices were really ineffectual. They didn’t really bring about 

sanctification of the worshipers.74 This was achieved through Christ’s sacrifice. But this 

was the provisional arrangement that God had made with his people until such time as 

Christ would come. In Romans 3 Paul says that God overlooked these sins previously 

committed, but now he has shown himself to be just and the justifier of him who has faith 

in Christ. I think Paul has the idea as well as the author of Hebrews that God in his 

forbearance overlooked these sins for a time until Christ came, and now these sins have 

been punished fully in Christ and God’s justice discharged. So this was from a Christian 

point of view merely a provisional arrangement. But of course those who offered these 

sacrifices didn’t know that. They were just doing what God had told them to do. 

END DISCUSSION 

With that we will bring our class to a close today. Next time we will now go back to the 

New Testament again in light of what we’ve learned about expiatory and propitiatory 

sacrifices and look at Christ as a sacrifice of expiation and propitiation.75 
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Lecture 10: The Suffering Servant of the Lord 

Some of the folks watching Defenders class on Facebook Live last week after listening to 

it said, What is the topic? The topic is the atonement. We’ve been looking at motifs in the 

Bible characterizing the atonement wrought by Christ. We’ve seen that one of the most 

important of these is sacrifice. We looked at the Old Testament sacrifices and saw that 

they filled a dual function of expiating sin and of propitiating God. Now we want to look 

at Christ as a sacrifice. 

When we return to the New Testament construal of Jesus’ death as a sacrificial offering 

to God, we find that the New Testament writers think of Christ’s death as both expiatory 

and propitiatory. With regard to the expiation of sins, the author of the book of Hebrews 

hammers this point home. In contrast to the Old Testament sacrifices which he says, “can 

never take away sins” (Hebrews 10:11), Christ, “having been offered once to bear the 

sins of many” (Hebrews 9:28), “remove[d] sin by the sacrifice of himself” (Hebrews 

9:26), so that “we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ 

once for all” (Hebrews 10:10). In the Gospel of John, John presents Christ as a Passover 

lamb whose death, in contrast to the original Passover sacrifices, is expiatory. We see this 

in John the Baptist’s words in John 1:29: “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the 

sin of the world!” Paul also uses technical Levitical terminology from the Greek Old 

Testament in order to characterize Christ’s death as “a sin offering.” The phrase here is 

peri hamartias which means “for sin” or “concerning sin” but is an idiom for the sin 

offering in the Old Testament. We see this in Romans 8:3 where Paul says that God has 

offered Christ peri hamartias – that is as a sin offering. To see this idiom at work look at 

Hebrews 10:6, 8 where you have the same Greek phrase. There, quoting from the Old 

Testament, “in burnt offerings and sin offerings thou hast taken no pleasure.” The Greek 

phrase translated here as “sin offerings” is peri hamartias. Also in verse 8, “When he said 

above, ‘Thou hast neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt 

offerings and sin offerings’” again the phrase is peri hamartias. So when Paul says in 

Romans 8:3 that God has offered Christ peri hamartias, he has offered him as a sin 

offering and fulfills that function that the sin offerings in the Old Testament have. 

Similarly, in Romans 5:9 Paul says that those who have believed in Christ “have been 

justified by his blood.” Again showing the expiation of sin through Christ’s death. He 

says in Romans 5:18-19 that Christ’s righteous act of obedience “leads to acquittal and 

life for all men. For . . . by one man’s obedience many will be made righteous.” 

In these passages we see the role of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering that takes away 

sin and justifies those on whose behalf it is offered.76 
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With respect to propitiation, we have in Romans 3:24-25 another significant expression 

hilasterion: “They are justified by his grace as a gift through the redemption which is in 

Christ Jesus whom God put forward as a hilasterion in his blood to be received by faith.” 

There is a great deal of debate over the exact meaning of the word hilasterion in Romans 

3:25. In extra-biblical Greek literature the word hilasterion means a propitiation – a gift 

offered to the gods in order to appease them and placate them. But in the Greek Old 

Testament hilasterion is more typically used to describe the surface which is on the top of 

the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies where the blood was sprinkled. Often in 

English this is referred to as the mercy seat. One could understand Christ being presented 

either as a sort of mercy seat (using that metaphor where atonement is made) or could be 

understood as a propiation as in extra-biblical Greek literature. I think that the protracted 

debate over the exact meaning of this word has unfortunately diverted attention from the 

conceptual necessity of propitiation in Paul’s thinking. The concept of propitiation is not 

dependent upon the exact meaning of this word. Paul could have written instead of 

hilasterion, peri hamartias in Romans 3:25. He has put forward Christ as a sin offering 

rather than as a hilasterion. The context would still require that Christ’s death has a 

propitiatory function. Paul’s statement in Romans 3:25 comes against the backdrop of the 

first three chapters of the book of Romans in which Paul exposits at length the wrath of 

God and the condemnation of mankind for its sin. Something in Paul’s following 

exposition has got to solve that problem. Something has got to avert the wrath of God and 

to rescue us from the death sentence of sin that is hanging over us. That solution is to be 

found in Christ whom Paul says God “put forward as a hilasterion in his blood to be 

received by faith” (Romans 3.25).   

Whatever the meaning of hilasterion is, the function has to be in some measure 

propitiatory in order to solve the problem of God’s wrath and the condemnation of all 

mankind that is described in the first three chapters. 

Christ’s death in the New Testament is presented as both expiatory and propitiatory. This 

is beautifully summarized in Romans 5:9: “Since, therefore, we are now justified by his 

blood [that is expiation], much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. 

[that is propitiation]”. Any biblically adequate theory of the atonement must make good 

sense of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering which is both expiatory of sin and 

propitiatory of God’s wrath and justice. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: How do you reconcile that concept of propitiation with Ezekiel where God says 

if the wicked man stops doing that he’s got no problem with him, and if the righteous 

man starts being ugly he is going to suffer judgment.77 It is like it wasn’t necessary if we 
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could do that. It has to be more related with how it is not possible because of our sin 

nature. Is it our image of God that is propitiated, too, or is it God? 

Dr. Craig: No. Propitiation is directed toward God. I think Ezekiel agrees with this 

system of Levitical sacrifices that need to be offered. He is talking about a wicked person 

who repents, turns to God, God is not now going to exact justice on him because he has 

repented. But he still needs to participate in the liturgy of the sacrifices and so forth. It is 

not as though these are abrogated. 

Student: I am not sure that addresses all of it because it is talking in the context of the 

blood of bulls and stuff and saying, I’ve got no problem. I think it has to be related to our 

image of God. 

Dr. Craig: I think what it emphasizes is that the sacrifices are not sufficient if they are 

just done mechanically without a heart change – without genuine repentance. These 

sacrifices are not just rote mechanical exercises. They require repentance and faith on the 

part of the person who offers them. But they still need to be offered. That is part of the 

way in which expiation and propitiation take place. 

Student: I guess this is a hypothetical. It is a kind of a thief on the cross kind of question. 

If the wicked man repented and didn’t get to do the sacrifices . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: I think that since we understand God to be gracious and righteous we would 

say that this is the normal prescribed procedure but if someone through no fault of his 

own was, say, killed in battle or maybe on his way to offer the sacrifice, I think the Old 

Testament Jew would count on God’s righteousness and faithfulness to save him. 

Student: C. S. Lewis says in Mere Christianity something like there are different theories 

of the atonement and justification. He is not sure which one is right but something like 

maybe God could have just let us off. What do you think of that? I understand what is 

prescribed in the New Testament is this Christ’s atoning death is the way our sins are 

paid for and are justified. But the second part is this. King David in the Old Testament, 

after he committed his terrible sin with Bathsheba and murdered her husband Uriah, it 

says that in Psalm 51 (this very famous psalm) that he would be washed from his sins and 

his transgressions would be forgiven, then he says in verse 16 that God does not delight 

in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it. Thou are not pleased with burnt offering. If you 

read the passage in 2 Samuel there is no record of a sacrifice given for his sin. This is the 

last part of my compound question. In 1 Kings 14:8 it says that David always followed 

God with all his heart (this is after his death) to do only what was right in my sight. So it 

seems like his sin had been discharged in some way. I don’t see a record of an Old 

Testament sacrifice that actually would take him to the point of justification for the sin 

that he committed. 



Dr. Craig: OK. Let’s say something first about the first question. That is getting way 

ahead of ourselves. Your question is: with respect to a theory of the atonement, is it 

possible for God to simply forgive sins or does some kind of satisfaction of divine justice 

have to take place? That will be a question we will address much later on. Right now we 

are just surveying biblical material. We will treat this when we get to a systematic 

summary of this. Theologians have differed over this question.78 Some theologians would 

say that it is impossible given God’s essential holiness and righteousness for him to just 

forgive sins without having a satisfaction. Others say, no, he could have done it that way 

but he had good reasons for preferring to do it through Christ’s sacrificial death. It was a 

better, more effective way of procuring forgiveness of sins. That was a choice on God’s 

part. We will talk about that later. 

With respect to the first one. I think I would say exactly what I said about Ezekiel with 

respect to David and Psalm 51. What he says in Psalm 51:16-17 is, 

For thou hast no delight in sacrifice; were I to give a burnt offering, thou wouldst 

not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and 

contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise. 

But then he goes on to say, 

Do good to Zion in thy good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, then wilt 

thou delight in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; then 

bulls will be offered on thy altar. 

So you can see he is not saying sacrifices aren’t to be offered. On the contrary, it ends by 

saying right sacrifices should. But a sacrifice is not something that just operates 

mechanically. It requires a broken and contrite spirit to offer that sacrifice, and then they 

will be effective. 

You are quite right in saying that the daily sacrifices that were offered in the tabernacle 

and temple were not for these gross, serious sins. They were more for inadvertent sins. 

But the Yom Kippur sacrifices that were offered annually did atone for more serious sins. 

You will remember it speaks of all of your sins, iniquities, and transgressions that will be 

laid upon the scapegoat and driven into the desert and these will be removed. So these 

more serious sins could be dealt with by these annual Yom Kippur sacrifices if not the 

daily sacrifices. 

Student: I would say in looking at the very first book of the bible, Genesis, where God 

goes to Adam and Eve in the Garden and says, Eat the fruit of that tree and you will 

surely die. Without the sacrifice God would have been a liar right then. He had already 

told them, Do it, you are going to die. The sacrifice, it seems to me, when he was hanging 
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on the cross (Jesus) he said, Father, forgive them for they know not what they do. I am 

convinced that the hammer was about to fall on Jerusalem at that very moment. It was 

spared for like forty years after that before it was finally destroyed in 70 AD. It appears 

that God heard Jesus because the sacrifice was about to be offered right then that would 

cover up the sins and allow him to forgive the leaders of the church who were executing 

Jesus at that point in time. 

Dr. Craig: You mean the leaders of the temple. 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think that what you are describing is the substitutionary nature of a 

sacrifice. Remember we saw that when the worshiper offers a sacrifice he lays his hand 

on the head of the animal thereby showing his identification with it. The animal then 

suffers the fate that should have been the worshiper’s, namely death, which, as you 

rightly say, from the time of the Fall is declared to be the penalty and consequence of sin. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s turn to the second motif I want to discuss with you which is Isaiah’s Servant of the 

Lord. 

Another significant New Testament motif, along with sacrifice, with regard to Christ’s 

death is Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord. New Testament authors saw Jesus as the suffering 

Servant who is described in Isaiah 52:13-53:12. This is called the fourth of the Servant 

songs of Isaiah. Ten of the twelve verses of Isaiah 53 are quoted in the New Testament.79 

There are abundant allusions and echoes of Isaiah 53 as well. Let’s read this passage 

together beginning in Isaiah 52:13. 

Behold, my servant shall prosper, 

    he shall be exalted and lifted up, 

    and shall be very high. 

As many were astonished at him— 

    his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, 

    and his form beyond that of the sons of men— 

so shall he startle many nations; 

    kings shall shut their mouths because of him; 

for that which has not been told them they shall see, 

    and that which they have not heard they shall understand. 

Who has believed what we have heard? 

    And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? 

For he grew up before him like a young plant, 
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    and like a root out of dry ground; 

he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him, 

    and no beauty that we should desire him. 

He was despised and rejected by men; 

    a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; 

and as one from whom men hide their faces 

    he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 

Surely he has borne our griefs 

    and carried our sorrows; 

yet we esteemed him stricken, 

    smitten by God, and afflicted. 

But he was wounded for our transgressions, 

    he was bruised for our iniquities; 

upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, 

    and with his stripes we are healed. 

All we like sheep have gone astray; 

    we have turned every one to his own way; 

and the Lord has laid on him 

    the iniquity of us all. 

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, 

    yet he opened not his mouth; 

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, 

    and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, 

    so he opened not his mouth. 

By oppression and judgment he was taken away; 

    and as for his generation, who considered 

that he was cut off out of the land of the living, 

    stricken for the transgression of my people? 

And they made his grave with the wicked 

    and with a rich man in his death, 

although he had done no violence, 

    and there was no deceit in his mouth. 

Yet it was the will of the Lord to bruise him; 

    he has put him to grief; 

when he makes himself an offering for sin, 

    he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his days; 

the will of the Lord shall prosper in his hand; 

    he shall see the fruit of the travail of his soul and be satisfied; 

by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, 



    make many to be accounted righteous; 

    and he shall bear their iniquities. 

Therefore I will divide him a portion with the great, 

    and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; 

because he poured out his soul to death, 

    and was numbered with the transgressors; 

yet he bore the sin of many, 

    and made intercession for the transgressors. 

I have already mentioned Jesus alluding this passage in his words at the Last Supper: This 

cup is the new covenant my blood which is poured out for many, echoing Isaiah 53. 

Moreover,  in Acts 8:30-35, the evangelist Philip encounters an Ethiopian official 

returning from offering sacrifice and worship in the temple in Jerusalem. He is reading 

aloud from Isaiah 53. Seeing Philip he says, “About whom does the prophet speak?” Who 

is he talking about? Philip answers by sharing with him “the good news about Jesus.” 

That is Acts 8:30-35. 1 Peter 2:22-25 is a reflection upon Christ as the Servant described 

in Isaiah 53, who Peter says “bore our sins in his body on the tree.” Hebrews 9:28 alludes 

to Isaiah 53:12 in describing Christ as “having been offered once to bear the sins of 

many.” The influence of Isaiah 53 is also evident in the book of Romans, in 1 and 2 

Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Timothy, and Titus.80 New Testament scholar 

William Farmer concludes, “This evidence indicates that there is an Isaianic soteriology 

deeply embedded in the New Testament which finds its normative form and substance in 

Isaiah 53.”81 

What is remarkable, even startling, about the Servant described in Isaiah 53 is that he 

suffers substitutionally for the sins of others. Some scholars have denied this, saying that 

the Servant merely shares in the punishment of the Jewish exiles. But I don’t think that 

interpretation makes as good sense at the shock that is expressed in Isaiah 53 at what God 

has done in afflicting his righteous Servant as well as the Hebrew pronouns which 

emphasize the contrast between the Servant and the persons who speak in the first-person 

plural as “we” or “our.” For example, in verses 4-6: 

Surely he has borne our griefs 

 and carried our sorrows; 

yet we esteemed him stricken, 

 smitten by God, and afflicted. 

But he was wounded for our transgressions, 
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 he was bruised for our iniquities; 

upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, 

 and with his stripes we are healed. 

All we like sheep have gone astray; 

 we have turned every one to his own way; 

and the Lord has laid on him 

 the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:4-6). 

I think it is clear that there is a substitutional suffering on the part of the Servant of the 

Lord for the sins of Israel. 

Sometimes people will say that the idea of offering a human substitute, as opposed to an 

animal substitute, is utterly unknown in Judaism; but, in fact, that is just not true. The 

idea of substitutionary punishment is clearly expressed in Moses’ offer in Exodus 32:30-

34 to be punished in the place of Israel for Israel’s sins. There it says, 

On the morrow Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. And now 

I will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” So Moses 

returned to the Lord and said, “Alas, this people have sinned a great sin; they have 

made for themselves gods of gold. But now, if thou wilt forgive their sin—and if 

not, blot me, I pray thee, out of thy book which thou hast written.” But the Lord 

said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against me, him will I blot out of my book. 

But now go, lead the people to the place of which I have spoken to you; behold, 

my angel shall go before you. Nevertheless, in the day when I visit, I will visit 

their sin upon them.” 

Here Moses offers himself as a substitutionary sacrifice for the people. The fact that 

Yahweh declines Moses’ offer nevertheless it is very clear what the offer is – that he will 

die in the place of the people. I think this shows the idea of a substitutionary human 

sacrifice is not regarded as absurd or impossible even if God is too good to accept such a 

thing. Similarly, even though in the Old Testament the Lord consistently rejects human 

sacrifice, in contrast to the pagan nations around Israel, still Abraham’s being 

commanded to offer his son Isaac as a human sacrifice shows that such a thing is not 

absolutely impossible.82 Genesis 22:1-19 God commands Abraham to offer his son Isaac 

as a human sacrifice. In Isaiah 53 you notice how extraordinary and surprising the author 

expresses his shock and astonishment at what God has done in afflicting his righteous 

Servant. God has inflicted on his righteous Servant what he refused to inflict upon Moses 

and Isaac. In both of those cases God would not exact substitutionary human punishment. 

But now he does do it in Isaiah 53 upon his own righteous servant. 
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The suffering of the Servant in Isaiah 53 is agreed upon all hands to be punitive in nature. 

That is to say, it is a punishment. In the Old Testament the expression “to bear sin” or “to 

bear one’s sins” is a Hebrew idiom which means “to be held culpable” or “to endure 

punishment.” There are many references for this, but let’s just look at one – Leviticus 

24:15: “And say to the people of Israel, Whoever curses his God shall bear his sin.” Here 

is an example where someone blasphemes against God – he will bear his sin. He will be 

held culpable. For that he will endure punishment for it. 

In Isaiah 53 the Servant of the Lord does not bear his own sin. Rather, he bears the sins of 

others. In verses 4 and 11-12 it says that he bears our iniquities and our sins. 

The punitive nature of the suffering of the Servant of the Lord seems to be clearly 

expressed not only in the idiom “to bear sins” but in such expressions as “wounded for 

our transgressions,” “bruised for our iniquities,” “upon him was the chastisement [or 

punishment] that made us whole,” “the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all,” and 

“stricken for the transgression of my people.” Those expressions are in verses 5, 6, and 8 

of Isaiah 53. This I think also serves to distinguish the suffering of the Servant from the 

scapegoat in Leviticus 16. The scapegoat was merely a symbolic vehicle for the removal 

of sins. But here the Servant of the Lord actually bears the punishment for the sins of the 

people. 

By bearing their punishment, the Servant reconciles them to God.  It is true that the 

language of atonement is not used in Isaiah 53. You don’t have the word kipper or any of 

its derivatives. But nevertheless the concept, I think, of atonement is very clear. In verse 

5 it says that by his suffering the Servant brings healing and wholeness to us. In verse 11, 

it says he makes “many to be accounted righteous.” In verse 12 it says he makes 

“intercession for the transgressors.” Clearly there is the concept of atonement in Isaiah 53 

in that by bearing their punishment the Servant reconciles people to God. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I was talking to a Jewish friend of mine about how do you deal with this chapter. 

He said he’d have to get back to me. He gave me a 147-page document that tries to 

explain why that wasn’t talking about Christ. Basically it looked at the nation of Israel as 

being the suffering Servant. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, and in the earlier Servant songs (remember I said there are four of these 

Servant songs), Israel is identified as the servant. But now in the fourth Servant song, 

Israel seems to be those who speak in the first person plural: “our transgressions,” “we 

esteemed him stricken by God and smitten.” He is an individual now here in Isaiah 53. It 

is the people who speak in this corporate language about what the Servant has done.83 
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But your question does lead me to highlight a point. Don’t miss the point that I am 

making. I am not making the point that this is a prophecy about Jesus. That is not the 

point. It is almost irresistible to think that when you hear it. But the point is that the 

Servant of the Lord – whoever he is, whoever Isaiah thought the Servant of the Lord was 

– is God’s righteous Servant who suffers substitutional punishment for the sins of the 

people in order to reconcile them to God. That is the key point here. It is not the identity 

of the Servant but rather his function, his role. It is penal substitution. It is substitutionary 

punishment to bring about reconciliation to God. Then, as you would notice, the New 

Testament authors reading this in light of Christ say this is Jesus. He is the suffering 

Servant of Isaiah 53. 

Student: We don’t have any other references though of Israel suffering for someone else, 

do we? They suffer for their own sin versus . . . 

Dr. Craig: The closest that I could think of would be in the book of Maccabees (which is 

an extra-biblical book written between our canonical Old Testament and the New 

Testament), the deaths of the Jewish martyrs are said to be a propitiation for the sins of 

Israel. God sees what these brave Jewish martyrs suffered for Israel and he says because 

of the martyrs’ death I will forgive your sins. This is another example of where you have 

human death seen as propitiatory in the deaths of these Jewish martyrs. But this is 

expressed in excelsis when you come to Jesus. 

Student: It is my understanding that Isaiah 53 was seen as messianic and referring to an 

individual almost universally in Christ’s days and in the Old Testament days. It is only 

after the atrocities of the Crusades when Isaiah 53 was used as an excuse for that that a 

lot of rabbis started pushing back and substituting Israel rather than an individual. 

Dr. Craig: That gets, again, to the question that I am not making about whether this is a 

prophecy about Jesus. My understanding has been quite the opposite. In Judaism, up to 

the time of Jesus, there was absolutely no anticipation of a Messiah who would suffer 

defeat and death in a way you have described here in Isaiah 53. So it wasn’t interpreted 

messianically. However that may have been, that is not the point that I am trying to make 

here. The point is that what we have described here is the substitutionary punishment of 

the Servant rather than punishment of Israel for its sin. 

END DISCUSSION 

We are out of time. Let me end it there. Next time we will come back and look at the 

New Testament authors’ application of Isaiah 53 to Jesus’ substitutionary death.84 
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Lecture 11: Divine Righteousness and  
the New Perspective on Paul 

In our study of the atonement, we’ve been looking at some of the principal motifs in the 

New Testament that characterize the atonement wrought by Christ. The first of these, you 

will remember, was sacrifice. The second is Isaiah’s righteous Servant of the Lord. Today 

we want to bring to a close that section before we turn to the third motif. 

We’ve seen that in Isaiah 52:12 to the end of chapter 53 there appears this enigmatic 

figure called the Servant of the Lord who suffers innocently and unjustly the punishment 

for Israel’s sins in the place of the people. When we turn to the New Testament, we find 

that Christian New Testament authors consistently interpret Jesus to be this sin-bearing 

Servant of the Lord in Isaiah 53. 

For example, 1 Peter 2:24 says, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we 

might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.” echoing 

clearly the language of Isaiah 53. In light of Isaiah 53, texts like 1 Corinthians 15:3 which 

say that “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures” become pregnant with 

meaning. Taken in isolation, a text like this - “Christ died for our sins” - is ambiguous in 

what it means to “die for sins.” But read in the light of Isaiah 53, it takes on deep 

meaning. It says that Christ, the Messiah, died for our sins in accordance with the 

Scriptures – the Old Testament. There simply is no other passage in the Jewish Scriptures 

(apart from Isaiah 53) that could be construed as even remotely about the Messiah’s 

dying for people’s sins. What that means is that the expression “died for our sins” refers 

to substitutionary, punitive suffering. This meaning of the word “for” (translated by the 

word “for” in 1 Corinthians 15:3) is ambiguous in itself. It is the Greek word hyper which 

in and of itself doesn’t tell you exactly what “for” means. But this, as I say, takes on this 

deeper significance in light of Isaiah 53. We see that it is referring to the substitutionary 

suffering of Christ. This meaning of “for” is made clear by other New Testament 

expressions like Romans 4:25 where it says Jesus was “delivered up for our trespasses.” 

Here the word “for” translates a different Greek word dia followed by the accusative 

case. In this case the word “for” means “on account of.” The words “delivered up” and 

“for our trespasses” again echo Isaiah 53:7-8. So being delivered up for our trespasses – 

on account of our trespasses – indicates substitutionary, punitive suffering. 

This is also clear in Mark 10:45, the famous ransom saying, where Jesus says “the Son of 

Man came to give his life as a ransom for many.” In this verse, the word “for” translates 

yet another Greek preposition anti which means “instead of” or “in the place of” or “in 



exchange of.” We can see that, in light of Isaiah 53, to say that Christ died for our sins 

takes on a deep meaning of substitutionary, punitive suffering.85 

This is also clear, I think, in 2 Corinthians 5:21 where Paul says, “For our sake he made 

him who knew no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness 

of God.” This verse reflects in all of its parts Isaiah 53. The expression “him who knew 

no sin” recalls Isaiah 53:9, 11 where it says “the righteous one, my servant,” in whose 

mouth was no deceit. The phrase “for our sake he made him to be sin” recalls verse 6 of 

Isaiah 53: “the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” The expression “in him we 

might become the righteousness of God” recalls verse 11 of Isaiah 53: “the righteous one, 

my servant, [shall] make the many to be accounted righteous.” I think you can see that in 

2 Corinthians 5:21 you have the echoes of Isaiah 53 with respect to Christ. “For our sake 

he made him to be sin who knew no sin that in him we might become the righteousness 

of God.” Once again, there is no other Old Testament passage that even remotely 

approaches the content of this sentence in 2 Corinthians 5:21.  

In summary, the New Testament authors, following Jesus’ own self-understanding as 

expressed in his words at the Last Supper, saw Christ as the suffering Servant described 

in Isaiah 53, who suffered in the place of sinners, bearing the punishment that they 

deserved so that they might be in turn reconciled to God. 

Let’s go on to our third important motif concerning the atonement – one that is prominent 

in Paul’s letters. This is divine justice or righteousness. 

We are interested here, not primarily in Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith, since that 

concerns, not the atonement itself, but rather the appropriation of the benefits of the 

atonement. We want to inquire about the role of divine justice or righteousness in the act 

of atonement. Paul’s exposition of the way in which Christ’s death achieves 

reconciliation with God is suffused with forensic terminology (or judicial terminology) 

that is rooted in Jewish notions of law and justice.    

In the Old Testament, God is addressed with the legal title “Judge” and he acts 

righteously in that capacity. In Genesis 18:25, Abraham says to the Lord, “Shall not the 

Judge of all the Earth do right?” Of course the answer is yes, he will. Moreover, the God 

of the Old Testament is not merely the Judge; he is also the lawgiver. He is both the giver 

of the law and the Judge. The heart of Old Testament Judaism was the divine Torah (or 

law) given by God to his people. This governed all of life and man’s relationship to God. 

Even the notion of a covenant in the Old Testament is the notion of a legal contract 

between God and man. 
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It is very interesting to notice how often Old Testament writers actually prefer to use 

legal analogies and imagery when they are referring to what God does. To pick out just 

one example of several, Micah 6.1-2. Here is what the prophet says: 

Hear what the Lord says: Arise, plead your case before the mountains, and let the 

hills hear your voice. Hear, you mountains, the controversy of the Lord, and you 

enduring foundations of the earth; for the Lord has a controversy with his people, 

and he will contend with Israel. 

Here God presents himself as having a legal controversy with the people of Israel and he 

calls upon them to plead their case – to present their case – before him.86 He calls upon 

the mountains to bear witness to the trial to which he calls Israel. 

According to Leon Morris, a biblical scholar, the use of legal categories with respect to 

God in the Old Testament is “is frequent, so frequent indeed that it is plain that it 

corresponds to something deep-seated in Hebrew thinking. Law and the Lord went 

together.”87 In fact, it would be difficult, I think, to find a religion which is more wedded 

to legal categories than Old Testament Judaism. 

So when you turn to the New Testament you find that it is filled with judicial language 

reflective of its Jewish background. Listen to how Paul blends both cultic (that is to say, 

liturgical or ritual language) with judicial language in characterizing Christ’s death. This 

is from Romans 3:21-26. Paul says, 

But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is 

attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in 

Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, since all have sinned 

and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, 

through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 

sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show 

his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins 

previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is 

righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus. 

You notice that this translation that I’ve read alternates between righteousness 

terminology and justice terminology. They actually translate the same word or cognates 

of the same root which is dikaiosyne (which means either righteousness or justice). 

You could have used righteousness terminology throughout this passage by adopting 

Paul’s expression from Romans 4 about “reckoning righteousness” so that instead of 
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“justify” you would read something like this: “they are now reckoned righteous by his 

grace.”  On the other hand, if you wanted to, you could substitute justice terminology 

throughout and that would help to make clear the wordplay or pun that Paul has in verse 

26 where he says it was to prove at the present time that he himself is “just and he 

justifies” the one who has faith in Jesus. God is both “just and the justifier.”  

Classically, there has been a debate over whether or not the expression dikaiosune theou 

(the righteousness of God) refers to an attribute of God or to the righteousness that he 

reckons to believers. Is the righteousness of God a property of God himself, akin to, say, 

his eternity, omnipotence, omnipresence, omniscience? Or is the righteousness of God 

something that he bestows upon people in Christ when he reckons righteousness to them? 

I think it is pretty clear that the expression “the righteousness of God” is multivalent.88 

That is to say it has multiple meanings. For example, when Paul speaks of the 

righteousness of God through faith, it is clearly referring to reckoned righteousness 

because God’s attributes are not through faith. God’s attributes exist objectively, 

independently whether anyone knows about them or not. So when Paul speaks of the 

righteousness of God through faith he is talking about the righteousness which God 

reckons to us on the basis of faith. On the other hand, just as clearly, I think, when Paul 

says “he himself is righteous” that clearly indicates a property that God has. God is 

righteous. This is part of the moral character of God. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I don’t see how that is a property of God. I see how he bestows it on people. 

You can be justified but without that reconciliation the justification would really go 

nowhere. Is that appropriate to say? For example, if somebody gave you a bank account 

with a million dollars in it but you didn’t have the ability to access that account, it would 

do nothing. 

Dr. Craig: I think the issue you are raising is a good one, and it is a matter of 

controversy. Actually, people that are in the Reformed tradition (the Calvinist tradition) I 

think would tend to disagree with you. They would say that if God has redeemed or 

justified the elect through the sacrifice of Christ then there is an unbroken chain between 

that act and their ultimate salvation. That is why the Reformed believe that Christ only 

died for the elect because you cannot have an inefficacious death of Christ. Therefore 

Christ really did not die for the non-elect. Otherwise it would be inexplicable why they 

are not redeemed. On the other hand, Lutherans and other Arminian types would say that 

your point is quite right. Christ’s death can be sufficient to cover everyone’s sins – he 

died for everyone – but there needs to be some appropriation of that atoning death. 

Otherwise, it is not efficacious for people. We can talk about that later on, but I don’t 
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think that it is germane to the point that I am wanting to make right now, and that is that 

the expression “the righteousness of God” is, as I think, multivalent. It can refer either to 

a property God has (like his holiness and goodness) – God is righteous even before 

human beings are created, I would say. But then it is also this righteousness that is given 

or reckoned to those who have faith in him. So it is not an either-or, it is a both-and, I am 

suggesting. 

Student: Continuing with the earlier metaphor, it is like a righteousness of God is his 

attribute, and the appropriation to the believer is through faith. So faith is the accessing 

process to get the righteousness. Does that make sense? 

Dr. Craig: I think so. If we think that because God is righteous in and of himself 

objectively, he can then reckon to us righteousness. Then we have the property of being 

righteous. This is something that Paul says is reckoned to those who have faith in Christ. 

There is a righteousness of God through faith. 

Student: Faith depends on the individual that wanted to be reckoned. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, although again, as I say, Reformed (Calvinistic) theologians would say 

that that faith is itself a gift of God. It is not something you do. They would say in a sense 

it is all of God. But that is not the point that I want to make. I don’t want to divide the 

brethren at this point! On the contrary, to reconcile is saying that both of these views are 

proper understandings of God’s righteousness, and both of them appear in this very 

passage.89 

END DISCUSSION 

More recently, on the contemporary scene, a new debate about the expression “the 

righteousness of God” has arisen as a result of the so-called “new perspective on Paul.” 

This new perspective on Paul construes God’s righteousness in terms of his covenant 

faithfulness – his faithfulness to the covenant that he has made with Israel. On this view, 

when the Scriptures speak of the righteousness of God, what they really mean is God’s 

faithfulness to his covenant. 

If you adopt this sort of reductive analysis of God’s righteousness – that it just means 

covenant faithfulness – then this is going to radically impact your doctrine of the 

atonement because then justification will be about God’s reckoning covenant faithfulness 

to you, not moral righteousness. He reckons to you faithfulness to the covenant. It seems 

to me that that is dubious as to whether or not it even makes sense. What does it mean to 

reckon covenant faithfulness to someone? Moreover, it seems that on the basis of what 
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Paul says that would be insufficient for salvation. Look at Philippians 3:6-9 where Paul 

talks about his life as a faithful Jew prior to becoming a believer in Christ. He says, 

as to zeal a persecutor of the church, as to righteousness under the law blameless. 

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed I count 

everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, 

in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of 

my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness 

from God that depends on faith; 

Here Paul says that as a Jew he was faithful to the covenant. He says, “As to 

righteousness under the law I was blameless.” That is what he says. If anyone could say 

he exhibited covenant faithfulness, it was the pre-Christian Paul. Yet he said I regard that 

as dung now compared to the righteousness that I have in Christ. Merely reckoning to us 

faithfulness to the covenant wouldn’t suffice for salvation. Paul already had that, and he 

said it availed for nothing. 

Moreover, this reductionistic understanding of the righteousness of God has been 

exposed now as fallacious through the work of writers like Charles Lee Irons in his book 

The Righteousness of God. Irons does a lexicographical study of this phrase in the 

Hebrew Old Testament, in the Greek Old Testament, in Greek literature outside the 

Bible, and finally in the New Testament and shows that never does the phrase 

“righteousness of God” mean the faithfulness of God. I think that the implausibility of 

such a reductionistic understanding of God’s righteousness can be very clearly seen by 

just asking yourself: what is the opposite of righteousness? That is to say, what is 

unrighteousness? What is that said to be? Unrighteousness is not unfaithfulness, but 

rather, as Paul says in Romans 1:18, it is wickedness and ungodliness. He says in Romans 

1:18 that the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

wickedness of man who by their wickedness suppress the truth. Faithlessness is just one 

of many sins that go to make up ungodliness and wickedness. In Romans 1 Paul gives a 

whole litany of sins that characterize human iniquity and wickedness and one of those is 

faithlessness, interestingly enough.90 

Righteousness then is a general moral property which entails faithfulness but it isn’t 

reducible to faithfulness. There is a lot more to righteousness than just faithfulness. 

Righteousness entails faithfulness because it would be wrong to break your word. If you 

are a righteous person you keep your word. So God, being righteous, will be faithful to 

his covenant. But righteousness is not reducible to faithfulness. 
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Moreover, if you do reduce God’s righteousness to his faithfulness to the covenant then it 

makes no sense at all to speak of God’s relationship to Gentiles, because the Gentiles 

stand outside the covenant with Israel. If unrighteousness means unfaithfulness to the 

covenant, then the Gentiles cannot be said to be unrighteous, because they are not 

unfaithful to the covenant, they are not part of the covenant! Yet Paul expressly says in 

Romans 1-3 that the Gentiles are unrighteous and therefore stand condemned before God. 

Nor could a Gentile like Job be said to be righteous, because Job was not part of the 

covenant in the Old Testament. He was a Gentile. Yet God calls him “my righteous 

servant, Job.” 

It seems to me that this claim that the righteousness of God is to be understood as his 

faithfulness to his covenant is really quite hopeless. It is unjustified lexicographically and 

moreover it really makes nonsense of several of the factors that I mentioned. 

Fortunately, I am pleased to report, the proponents of the new perspective have more 

recently now backed away from their overly simplistic claims about righteousness being 

the same as faithfulness to the covenant. For example, James D. G. Dunn (one of the 

principal proponents of the new perspective), acknowledges in response to his critics that 

the Hebrew concept of righteousness cannot be reduced to covenant faithfulness or to 

salvation. He says that the righteousness language in the Hebrew Scriptures also involves 

punitive divine justice, according to which righteousness is “understood as measured by a 

norm, right order, or that which is morally right,” with the qualification that “the norm is 

not seen as some abstract ideal. . . , but rather as a norm concretised in relation” between 

God and creatures.91 

So righteousness language not only refers to God’s salvation of Israel when he vindicates 

Israel against her enemies, but it also means the condemnation of those enemies and 

judgment upon them. As one author, I think, put it very effectively, punitive justice is the 

backside of God’s righteousness. Yes, God’s righteousness does save and vindicate 

Israel, but the backside of that is that the enemies of Israel are thereby judged and 

condemned. 

When we come to the book of Romans, says Dunn, “That God’s righteousness towards 

the peoples he has created includes wrath and judgment as well as faithfulness and 

salvation is clearly implicit in the sequences Rom. 1.16-18 and 3.3-6”92 where it talks 

about the wrath of God being revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

wickedness of men. He says those who deny that dikaiosyne is a forensic term pay 

insufficient attention to Roman 4:4-5. Let’s read those very interesting verses: 

 
91 James D. G. Dunn, “The New Perspective: whence, what and whither?” in The New Perspective 

on Paul, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2008), pp. 63-64 

92 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 



Now to one who works, his wages are not reckoned as a gift but as his due. And 

to one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 

reckoned as righteousness. 

Notice that phrase, “him who justifies the ungodly.”93 Dunn says here “the forensic 

background is clear in the allusion to the legal impropriety of a judge ‘justifying the 

ungodly.’94” In fact this is exactly what the Old Testament says God will not do! He will 

by no means clear the guilty. He will not justify the ungodly. This is what the corrupt 

judge does. Yet here God is said to justify the ungodly. Dunn says here, “again the 

thought is entirely of attributing a righteous status to one who is unrighteous.”95 (namely, 

Abraham). You have here judicial forensic terminology that shows that righteousness 

involves not only salvation and faithfulness, but it also involves punitive justice and 

condemnation of the unrighteous. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Is there some kind of agenda behind this new perspective that is trying to be 

pushed somehow? Or is this just an attempt to add a new reading of Paul’s theology? 

Dr. Craig: I do think it is a new reading of Paul’s theology. It has radical implications. 

Whether there is an agenda, I’d hate to try to psychoanalyze the proponents of this 

perspective. I do think that sometimes they are very opposed to traditional Reformation 

doctrine with regard to justification and atonement. This is one way to try to escape 

Luther’s snatches by reinterpreting the righteousness of God to mean not a normative 

concept which condemns as well as justifies, but to reinterpret it as just God as faithful – 

God will keep true to his covenant and his promises. Fortunately, I think through the 

work of people like Charles Irons this reinterpretation has now been really exposed as 

untenable. 

Student: I thought of the example that Jesus took with the rich young ruler where his 

righteousness is his own quality but Jesus wanted him to be relational in righteousness. 

Can we say that it is a emotional quotient (righteousness in relational terms) versus this 

IQ of “I understand what righteousness is and I attained it” kind of thing? 

Dr. Craig: I wouldn’t want to put it that way. I like your example of the rich young ruler 

who says all of these commandments I have kept since my youth. Here was a man who 

was faithful to the covenant, and yet Jesus said he fell short of the Kingdom of God. I 

think that is a good point. But we must not interpret this as some sort of emotional, 

relational thing. It is a legal thing. It is a judicial thing. That is what is so novel about the 

Reformers' doctrine. God legally declares us acquitted – not guilty. It is like a legal 
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pardon. This doesn’t immediately affect the moral character of the person pardoned. 

Think of a criminal who has been pardoned by the President. When he is pardoned his 

crime is gone, it is expiated, he no longer has to pay the punishment. But he doesn’t 

suddenly become a good and virtuous person. That is going to take time and effort for 

him to reform morally. But the pardon is a legal act whereby his guilt is canceled and his 

debt is canceled. That is what the righteousness of God does in Paul’s thinking. It is a 

legal or forensic declaration of God that this person is acquitted.96 

Student: I understand Catholics have a different view. They like to call it a “legal fiction” 

- that view. They think that the justification is God infusing righteousness into the person. 

Can you comment on that? 

Dr. Craig: I wasn’t going to mention that but since you brought it up. In contrast to the 

Reformers' view that justification is a forensic or judicial declaration, the traditional 

Catholic view is that God actually infuses into you the moral property of righteousness. It 

actually does make you become a virtuous person. This is not simply a legal act; it is 

something that God actually infuses into you and thereby transforms you. The Reformers 

of course have a doctrine of the transformation of the life but that is called sanctification. 

They would say justification is a legal forensic act whereby you are declared righteous 

before God’s bar of justice, but then through the work of the Holy Spirit – as you walk in 

the Spirit and are conformed in the image of Christ – you are sanctified and become more 

and more like what you are declared to be in Christ. You are quite right. This is a very 

different view than the Catholic view. 

Student: Along the same lines, I was thinking about this idea of the legal fiction and the 

pardon that a criminal can get, say from the President or from a judge, is not the same 

thing as being declared righteous. Even when we acquit a criminal, we are not declaring 

them innocent; we are saying that they don’t meet the standards that requires us to 

declare them guilty. So it is a difference when like Casey Anthony got off from killing 

her daughter. The court did not say she did not kill her daughter. They said that they 

didn’t have evidence to prove her guilt. So it is a different thing to declare us righteous 

versus to pardon us for something that we did. 

Dr. Craig: Boy, you’ve raised a whole Pandora’s box here and I am out of time! We will 

have to come back to this issue later on. 

END DISCUSSION97 
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Lecture 12: The Motif of Representation 

We’ve been thinking about various New Testament motifs for the atonement wrought by 

Jesus. We’ve looked at the motif of sacrifice, of the suffering Servant of the Lord, and 

now we want to wrap up our consideration of divine justice. 

According to Paul, God’s righteousness is given to all who believe in Jesus. In Romans 4 

Paul goes on to explain that this gift is accorded by means of what he calls “reckoning,” 

in the sense in which a merchant would settle his accounts. Although it is sometimes said 

that justification involves merely an acquittal (a verdict of not guilty) and not a positive 

ascription of righteousness to us, nothing in the text, I think, warrants diluting the 

righteousness of God which is reckoned to us. The righteousness of God, as we’ve seen, 

is a rich property, not just the bare absence of guilt. Look at Philippians 3:4-6. 

If any other man thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 

circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a 

Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law a Pharisee, as to zeal a persecutor of the 

church, as to righteousness under the law blameless. 

Paul says he was blameless with respect to righteousness under the law. But then he goes 

on to say, 

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed I count 

everything as loss because of the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, 

in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of 

my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness 

from God that depends on faith. 

Here I think it is evident that the righteousness from God that is reckoned to us is more 

than just a mere verdict of acquittal – of not guilty. It is a positive righteousness that 

makes the righteousness that Paul had under the law look like dung by comparison. 

So, at least at face value, it seems that God’s righteousness in all of its full, moral value is 

reckoned to believers. I think this is clearly expressed in 2 Corinthians 5:21. Paul says, 

“For our sake he made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God.” There is no warrant for diluting this statement on 

Paul’s part: our sin is credited (or reckoned) to Christ’s account and God’s righteousness 

is in turn credited – or reckoned – to our account. 

Let’s go on to the next New Testament motif connected with atonement, and that is 

representation. The promise of God’s righteousness is given to those who are “in Christ.” 

This brings us to yet another facet of the New Testament doctrine of the atonement which 

is Christ as our representative.   



Already in certain of the Old Testament sacrifices, the idea of representation plays a role.  

While the private sacrifices were offered by worshipers on behalf of themselves, when it 

came to the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) the access to the Tabernacle was permitted 

only to the high priest alone.98 He therefore had to act as the people’s representative 

before God. He would bring the sacrifice for them, and he would confess their sins over 

the scapegoat before it was driven out into the wilderness. In the Yom Kippur sacrifices 

and rituals we already seen this element of representation present. 

In the New Testament, Paul characterizes Christ as our representative before God. He 

does this in two ways, I think. First, there is the corporate solidarity of all of mankind 

with Christ. Christ is the antetype (or the correlate) of Adam, the first man who 

represents all men. Paul states in Romans 5:18-19, 

as one man’s trespass [that is, Adam’s sin] led to condemnation for all men, so 

one man’s act of righteousness [that’s Christ] leads to acquittal and life for all 

men. For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man’s 

obedience many will be made righteous. 

Notice in this capacity Christ’s atoning sacrifice is conceived as universal in its scope. It 

is for all men, as Paul says. The representative nature of Christ’s death becomes clear in 

Paul’s statement in 2 Corinthians 5:14. Paul writes, “we are convinced that one has died 

for all; therefore all have died.” Christ did not simply die in my place. He was not simply 

a substitute for me; rather he was my representative before God. So what my 

representative did, I did. Christ’s death was representatively our death. In Christ we die to 

sin. We are crucified with Christ. I think this is the import of the words of the author of 

Hebrews in Hebrews 2:9. He says, “by the grace of God he might taste death for every 

one.” Christ is the representative on behalf of all people before God in dying in their 

place. 

Second, there is the more particular union of believers with Christ whereby they become 

the beneficiaries of his atoning death. This is described in Romans 6:3-11. Paul writes, 

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were 

baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, 

so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might 

walk in newness of life. 

For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be 

united with him in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified 

with him so that the sinful body might be destroyed, and we might no longer be 

enslaved to sin. For he who has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with 
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Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him. For we know that Christ being 

raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. 

The death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God. 

So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. 

Even though Paul held that Christ was the representative of all mankind before God and 

had died on behalf of all mankind, Paul was no universalist.99 He believed that one had to 

receive and appropriate the benefits of Christ’s atoning death in order to be the 

beneficiary of it. In Romans 5:17 Paul says, “those who receive the abundance of grace 

and the free gift of righteousness will reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.” 

Yes, Christ has died for all men, but it is those who receive the abundance of grace and 

the free gift of righteousness who will reign in life. 

The way in which we appropriate the benefits of Christ’s atoning death (says Paul in 

Romans 6) is by faith culminating in baptism whereby we identify with his death and 

resurrection. What Romans 6 is really about is how we are joined with Christ through a 

faith union with him as Christians. Paul says in Romans 6:3, “all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death.” Therefore, he says in verse 8, 

“we have died with Christ.” We are “crucified with him” (verse 6). Similarly, by his 

resurrection we “have been brought from death to life” (verse 13). Because of our union 

with him, his death and resurrection are our death and resurrection as well. God 

appointed Christ to be our human representative, but the way in which we benefit from 

his atoning death is only insofar as we are “in Christ.” We are in Christ through faith and 

baptism. By faith and baptism we identify with Christ’s death and resurrection. In effect, 

it is through faith and baptism that we accept his representation of us. Those who reject 

him reject his representation of them and so are not united with him. They are not in 

Christ. 

I think that Paul’s doctrine of the atonement has a very strong representational aspect to 

it. Like Adam, Christ represents every human being before God and he dies for that 

person. But, in addition to this, those who by faith receive God’s righteousness and 

forgiveness thereby become the actual beneficiaries of Christ’s death and resurrection by 

identifying themselves with Christ – by being in Christ through their faith union with 

him. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Just to clarify, I think the baptism he is talking about in Romans 6 is spiritual, 

not water, baptism. I think other verses would strongly indicate that water baptism 

doesn’t do anything. 
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Dr. Craig: Well, we will talk about that more when we get to the doctrine of the church 

and talk about sacraments and ordinances, however you view them of the Last Supper 

and baptism. I don’t think, personally, that when you read Romans 6 there is anything to 

suggest that Paul is not talking about water baptism. He doesn’t qualify it in any way. He 

seems to be talking about the act of being buried with Christ under the water and then 

being raised up again. That seems to be the symbolism.100 I think what you are reacting 

against, probably, is thinking of this act of baptism as a sort of magical rite that is 

somehow infused with some sort of power that just by going through the rite you become 

a beneficiary of it. That is why I emphasized that it is faith and baptism. It is the faith that 

is the operative means of Christ’s righteousness being reckoned to us. But I would say 

that water baptism is the external expression of that inner faith, and that therefore Paul 

can talk about the importance of baptism in this way because he sees it as a public 

expression of one’s identifying with Christ. It has to be done through faith or it is an 

empty and meaningless rite. I think that is true. But I don’t see any reason to think he is 

not talking about water baptism here as the full expression of identification with Christ. 

Student: The crucifixion brings to my mind some questions about the Trinity and the 

relationship between the members of the Trinity. Would it be correct to say that the 

Father and Spirit also experienced the crucifixion in some sense? Or was it the unique 

experience of one center of consciousness of the Trinity, as you described it.  

Dr. Craig: I think you are quite right in saying that they are all involved. This is an act of 

God. But they do seem to play different roles. Only the Son has a human nature which is 

actually crucified and undergoes that imputation of sin that we talked about and the 

punishment for sin. The Father’s role in the crucifixion, it seems to me, would be to 

administer justice, to punish Christ for our sins, or at least to inflict upon him the 

suffering that would have been our punishment had it been given to us instead. It seems 

to me that the actual experience of being crucified, of being punished, of being the sin-

bearer, is unique to the second person alone. The Father and the Spirit are not the sin-

bearers. Over and over again the New Testament says, He bore our sins in his body on 

the tree. He is the suffering Servant of Isaiah 53. That couldn’t be said of the Father or 

the Spirit. What I am trying to emphasize in this section is that this isn’t just a 

substitutional suffering. It is a representational suffering. That adds an additional 

dimension to it. In punishing Christ for my sins, I am punished. But I am punished in my 

representative. In my proxy. He bears it for me. So I am representationally punished for 

my sin in Christ. So we do die in Christ insofar as we identify with him and appropriate 

the benefits of his death. 
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Student: But when we die, we die without the sting of death because we have hoped and 

trusted in what he did. That is the new connection that you have of his Spirit again – we 

are born again. That is the lively hope. We have to be changed to be his hopes and 

desires. 

Dr. Craig: I think that that is true, and it is precisely because I don’t die on my own for 

my sin. God doesn’t inflict that punishment on me. He inflicts it on my representative. So 

it is in my representative that I die to sin. This is, as you say, one that then gives hope 

because it gives acquittal as well as this positive ascription of righteousness to me. 

Student: What exactly is the difference between representational and substitutional? What 

is the distinction there? 

Dr. Craig: When someone is a substitute, that person acts in the place of the other 

person. Think of a pinch-hitter in baseball. The pinch hitter comes into the lineup and 

bats in the place of the other hitter. But he doesn’t in any way represent that hitter. His 

performance at the plate will not affect the batting average of the person that he 

replaces.101 In no sense is he a representative of that batter that he substitutes for. He is 

simply a substitute. He is simply someone who hits in the place of that other person. But 

that baseball player will also have an agent. This agent represents him in negotiations 

with the team in order to get a good salary, to get benefits, and so forth. So this agent is 

not a substitute for the player. He is the player’s representative who argues on behalf of, 

and acts on behalf of, the player. I think you can see a strong distinction between being 

just a substitute or being a representative. These functions can be combined where a 

person is both a representative and a substitute. The example I like is a proxy at a 

shareholders’ meeting. When you sign a proxy form that someone can act on your behalf 

at the shareholders’ meeting, they will vote instead of you (they attend the meeting – you 

don’t; they are there as your substitute), but they are also acting on your behalf. Their 

vote is your vote. If you are asked, “Did you vote at the shareholders’ meeting?” “Yes, I 

did vote through my proxy (or through my representative).” So I did vote even though I 

wasn’t there through my representative. That is the idea here of Christ. It is not just that 

Christ was punished instead of me; rather, he was my representative so that in him I am 

punished. So this representational aspect of Christ’s death is important to grasp lest we 

think that Christ was just a mere substitute, like that pinch-hitter. 

Student: Is it the acceptance (or you call it spiritual identification) that activates the 

representation. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. I would prefer to say “that appropriates it.” That is why there can be 

people on behalf of whom Christ has died who yet do not have salvation because they 
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haven’t appropriated it personally through faith and baptism. Or, similarly, consider 

someone who is elect. This person is part of those that God knows will receive his grace 

and go to heaven. But prior to his conversion that person hasn’t appropriated the benefits 

of Christ’s death. So Paul can say in Ephesians, We were like the rest of mankind – 

children of wrath. He says this of the elect Ephesians. Prior to their conversion, they were 

just like everybody else. They were children of wrath. Even the elect, in order to be the 

beneficiaries of Christ’s death, need to do something to appropriate it. The way Paul says 

you appropriate it is by faith. By faith expressed in baptism you identify with Christ’s 

atoning death on your behalf, your sins are forgiven, and this righteousness of God is 

imputed or reckoned to you. 

Student: Would Calvinists throw out both of these points? The corporate and both the 

individual? Because in the corporate he represents all men but Calvinists believe he 

doesn’t represent all men, only the elect. Right? And secondarily we don’t appropriate it. 

Calvinists believe he didn’t die for everyone. He only died for a certain group of people. 

Dr. Craig: We will talk more about this when we come to assessing a theory of the 

atonement, but you are quite right in drawing our attention to a distinctive of Reformed, 

or Calvinistic, theology. They would reject the first point – that point that Christ died for 

all men – because they would say: if he died for all men then all should be saved. Their 

punishment has been paid. Everyone should be saved. So they would reject that first 

point. But they would affirm the second one – that through our faith union with Christ we 

are made the beneficiaries of Christ’s atoning death.102 They would say that in fact Christ 

only died for the elect. It is only those who are in faith union with Christ for whom he 

died. This gets the Reformed thinker, I think, into a kind of vicious circularity because in 

order to be a beneficiary of Christ’s death, you have to be in union with Christ. But in 

order to be in union with Christ, you need to have your sins forgiven and be justified. It 

gets into a kind of vicious circularity, I think, that we will unfold later on. But I think that 

both of these aspects are taught in Paul, however we make sense of them. Romans 5 

clearly seems to think that Adam and Christ are correlated to each other. Just as Adam’s 

sin leads to condemnation for everyone, Christ’s death is sufficient for acquittal for 

everyone. He died for everyone. But then in Romans 6 he seems to emphasize that 

you’ve got to appropriate this in order to become a beneficiary of what Christ has done 

on your behalf. Even the elect (as I just said earlier) need to appropriate this because prior 

to their appropriation (prior to their conversion) they are also children of wrath and under 

God’s condemnation. 

END DISCUSSION 
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That brings us to the end of our time today. What we will do next time is look at one final 

New Testament motif concerning the atonement, and that will be the motif of redemption 

– that Christ’s death is a ransom that redeems us from sin.103 
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Lecture 13: The Motif of Redemption 

We’ve surveyed a number of New Testament motifs for characterizing Christ’s 

atonement: sacrifice, the suffering Servant of the Lord, divine justice, representation. 

Today we come to a final motif: redemption. 

Although there are many other elements or motifs in the New Testament used to 

characterize the atonement, our time permits us to deal with just one last motif, and that is 

the motif of redemption. What do we mean by redemption? In the ancient world the 

notion of redemption had to do with the buying back of prisoners of war or with the 

buying of slaves out of slavery. The payment that was given to redeem these persons to 

liberate them was called a ransom. Already in the Old Testament you have this ransom 

motif present. Certain Old Testament sacrifices might have a ransom substituted for 

them. So instead of offering an animal in sacrifice one might bring a ransom payment that 

could serve as a means of atonement. Similarly, in the Old Testament God is referred to 

as Israel’s Redeemer, because he redeems Israel out of bondage and liberates his people. 

The difference here is that God doesn’t need to pay a ransom in order to redeem people. 

God’s great redemptive act in the Old Testament would be the Exodus which is signaled 

by the Passover sacrifice and feast. 

When we move to the New Testament, we’ve already seen in Mark 10:45 that Jesus 

characterizes his mission as giving his life as “a ransom for many.” His life served as a 

payment for our liberation from the captivity of sin. Similarly, other New Testament 

authors did not think of Christ’s redeeming act was costless. Rather there was a price that 

was paid for our redemption. For example, 1 Peter 1:17-18 says, “you were ransomed . . . 

with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish.” Similarly, in 

Ephesians 1:7 Paul says, “In him we have redemption through his blood.” Hebrews 9:12 

says that Christ offered “his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.” Paul could 

remind his Corinthian readers, “you were bought with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:20). That 

price was, as we’ve seen, the blood of Christ which was paid to redeem us from the 

captivity of sin. 

You’ll remember that at Jesus’ Last Supper he characterizes his sacrificial death as 

inaugurating a new covenant – the new covenant that was predicted by the prophet 

Jeremiah. Similarly, the author of the book of Hebrews thinks of Jesus’ redemptive death 

as inaugurating a new covenant and the forgiveness of sins. Hebrews 9:15 says, “he is the 

mediator of a new covenant, . . . since a death has occurred which redeems them from the 

transgressions under the first covenant.” Hebrews agrees with the Gospels in regarding 

Jesus’ death as a redemptive sacrifice that inaugurates a new covenant.104 In the book of 
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Revelation 5:9-10 John has a vision of Christ as the sacrificial lamb who redeemed by his 

death mankind. 

You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slaughtered 

and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language 

and people and nation; you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving 

our God, and they will reign on earth. 

Notice here that the author describes Christ as a sacrificial lamb which has been 

slaughtered and his blood ransoms for God people from all around the world and 

constitutes them now as a kingdom and priests serving God. 

This is the fulfillment of the frustrated intention of the old covenant – the first covenant. 

According to Exodus 19:6 the intent of the old covenant was precisely this. It says, “you 

shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” But of course with the apostasy 

and judgment that fell upon Israel, that intention was shattered and frustrated. But now in 

the vision of the sacrificial lamb who gives his life to ransom people for God from every 

tribe, and tongue, and nation, and people, and constitutes them as a priestly kingdom that 

intention is finally fulfilled. 

Any adequate theory of the atonement, if it is to commend itself to us as a Christian 

theory of the atonement, has to make peace with the biblical data that we have reviewed. 

Specifically, it has to take account of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering that expiates 

sin and propitiates God’s wrath. It needs to take account of Christ’s role as the suffering 

Servant of the Lord who is substitutionarily punished for the sins of others. It needs to 

take account of divine justice and how Christ’s death satisfies the demands of God’s 

justice leading to our acquittal and being declared righteous before him. It needs to 

account for Christ’s role as a substitute and representative on our behalf before God so 

that we are punished for our sins in our substitute – in our representative – thereby 

satisfying the demands of God’s justice. Finally, it needs to take account of Christ’s 

blood and sacrificial death as a ransom that redeems and liberates us from sin and its 

consequences. 

As we turn to a systematic summary of the doctrine of the atonement, I think we would 

do well to keep in mind the admonition of the New Testament scholar William Farmer. 

He said, “Some exegetes appear to . . . think of Christian doctrine as having come into 

being largely through church councils later in the history of the church. The truth is that 

Christian doctrine begins with biblical texts and with the earliest interpretations of those 

texts, which we find in the New Testament itself.”105 
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START DISCUSSION 

Student: Go back to God doesn’t require in the Old Testament. I always thought that the 

slaying of the firstborn, the only future hope of Egypt was what was symbolic of Christ 

dying. That was part of the release as well.106 

Dr. Craig: I think Jesus does think of himself in the Last Supper as the Passover sacrifice. 

John the Baptist in John says, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world!” Paul presents Christ as a Passover sacrifice. But I don’t think it would be right to 

say the firstborn of Egypt who fell under the judgment of God are a type of Christ. I don’t 

see that anywhere in the Scripture, though it is certainly true that a doctrine of 

substitutionary atonement would say that Christ did bear the judgment and the penalty for 

our sins so that we don’t have to bear it. The firstborn of Egypt, for example, didn’t bear 

substitutionally the punishment due to the people of Israel for their sins. They just fell 

under the wrath of God for their own sins. 

Student: Right. I see that. I was saying more of when Isaac was to be offered is like God 

asking you to give up hope in yourself . . . Egyptians out there. God is working with 

everybody. You give up hope in yourself and take the new hope which Christ is going to 

show when he arises. 

Dr. Craig: It is certainly correct to say that Isaac is a type of Christ. The book of Hebrews 

makes that clear. In the sacrifice of his only beloved son as a sin offering (interestingly 

enough) Abraham typifies the sacrifice of Jesus as God’s only beloved Son offered as a 

sacrifice for our sins. That connection, I think, is clear and explicit. 

Student: I think it would be really interesting to see how those that hold heretical views of 

who Christ is – his two natures, both fully man and fully God – how would they make 

sense of Christ’s atoning death? It seems if you deny his full humanity and full deity, it 

renders any of these motifs – our basic understanding of atonement – as meaningless or 

incoherent. 

Dr. Craig: Excellent question. Is Christ’s divinity essential to the efficacy of his atoning 

work? The typical orthodox view is, yes, absolutely! No human being – no mere mortal – 

could have offered sufficient atonement for the sins of mankind, and therefore the 

divinity of Christ is essential. I don’t know what sort of doctrine of the atonement ancient 

heretics may have had, but if we look at the modern period, since the Enlightenment 

when theologians began to give up the divinity of Christ, we’ll see that what they turn to 

was typically moral influence theories where Christ is simply an example to us of 

someone who was obedient unto death, who was devoted entirely to God, whose 

consciousness was dominated by God, or who lived a life of meaning and value even in 
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the face of his own death and therefore we can do likewise and imitate him as it were. 

But it is certainly not going to do justice to these biblical motifs that we’ve talked about. 

Student: One niggling question I’ve always had in the back of my mind about the 

doctrine of substitutionary atonement is the idea that Jesus is taking the penalty of our 

sins which is death – ultimately separation from God. For us, that penalty would be 

permanent. But for Jesus both types of death are only temporary. How can we say that he 

took the full extent of our penalty when our penalty would have been greater? 

Dr. Craig: This isn’t a question about the biblical data. This is a question about the 

coherence of the doctrine of the atonement. It is an objection that we’ll see was raised by 

Faustus Socinus to the Reformer’s doctrine of the atonement. We will discuss this later 

on. So I am going to put off that question until we get to that part in our class. 

Student: It seems like the answer is in Hebrews 2:9 where it says he tasted death for 

everyone so only a being that existed for all time could suffer for everyone for all time in 

a moment of time. 

Dr. Craig: You are responding to the last question about the need for the divinity of 

Christ? 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Craig: OK. 

Student: In understanding how someone that did deny Jesus' full humanity and full deity, 

if he wasn't fully human – just the problems that entail or unfold?107 

Dr. Craig: That would be a Gnostic view, wouldn't it? That would deny the full humanity 

of Christ. So far as I know, the Gnostics did not have a serious doctrine of the death of 

Christ or his suffering because he wasn't fully human. Indeed, for them divinity could not 

suffer the pains of material bodily experience. So you are quite right, I think, in saying 

the essential humanity of Christ as well as his divinity is vital to a robust Christian 

biblical doctrine of the atonement. One just doesn't find these Gnostic views of the 

atonement in modern theology very much. Perhaps in aberrant movements like the New 

Age movement for example or these alternative spiritualities, sort of quasi-pantheistic 

Buddhist view of Jesus you might have this more Gnostic doctrine. But these are not very 

important in Christian theology which would deny more the deity of Christ than his 

humanity (I'm using the word “Christian” there obviously in a very broad sense – in the 

sense that these folks would teach at divinity schools that were founded as Christian 

institutions and would identify themselves as Christians). 
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Student: To say that Christ was fully human means you've laid on him – have you not? – 

the sin nature which he did not have. 

Dr. Craig: Think about this. The sin nature cannot be essential to humanity; otherwise 

you would have to say Adam and Eve prior to the Fall were not human beings because 

they didn't have a sin nature. That is preposterous. They were obviously human beings. 

So the sin nature is something that affects all people – it is universal – but it is not 

essential to humanity. Otherwise Adam and Eve were subhuman prior to the Fall. 

Student: Correct me if I am mistaken but to say that Adam and Eve did not have the sin 

nature . . . 

Dr. Craig: Prior to the Fall. 

Student: . . . prior to the Fall. The basic comment by God was don't eat of the fruit of that 

tree for in the day you do you will surely die. That was argued by the enemy. But beyond 

that, up to that point in time when they actually ate of the fruit of the tree, I don't think 

they were human as we understand a human. They didn't have the capacity to die without 

eating of the fruit of the tree first. Did they? 

Dr. Craig: Well, now, wait a minute. The capacity to die – mortality – is also surely not 

essential to being a human being. Otherwise the blessed in heaven are not human. That is 

surely not correct. We are not going to cease being human beings. You are associating sin 

and its effects as somehow essential to being a human being. That is not the biblical view. 

The biblical view is that man prior to the Fall was neither mortal nor sinful and that Jesus 

was neither sinful in his nature. The blessed in heaven are not going to be mortal, and I 

don't think they will have a sin nature either. The presence of a sin nature and corruption 

and so forth is universal but that is not the same as being essential. Let me just give an 

illustration if this isn't communicating. Prior to around 1968 it was universal among 

human beings that no one had walked on the surface of the moon. There was nobody who 

had the property – prior to 1968 – of having walked on the surface of the moon. Does that 

mean that that is an essential property to human beings? No. It was a universal property 

but not an essential property. Neil Armstrong and others flew to the moon and walked on 

the moon and had that property. Similarly, sin can be a universal property of human 

beings but it is not essential to us lest you deny the humanity of Adam and Eve and deny 

the humanity of Jesus and the blessed in heaven.108 

Student: I do not deny the humanity of Jesus. I object to the use of the word “fully.” I 

prefer the word “truly.” 

Dr. Craig: I've already responded to that. Let me just say I don't think you should use the 

word “fully” because that is misleading. What you should use is the word “truly” – he 
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was truly God and truly man. But if you use the word “fully” that makes it sound like he 

was 100% man in which case he wasn't God. Or if he was 100% God, he wasn't man. The 

creeds that we've studied already in looking at the Trinity and the two natures of Christ 

was that Christ is vere deus, vere homo – he is truly God and truly man. He has all the 

essential properties of humanity and all the essential properties of deity. And that doesn't 

entail mortality and sin. 

Student: I would support the last person. 

Dr. Craig: Oh! Come on! You can't! You can't! 

Student: I do not believe that Christ was 100% human. 

Dr. Craig: No, I already spoke to that. But don't you think he was truly human? 

Student: Two reasons. One: he did not have the capacity for sin. Two: he can look you in 

the eye and forgive your sins. No human can do that. So I don't believe he was 100% 

human. 

Dr. Craig: Wait. Don't say 100%. That is just what I've spoken against. 

Student: Nor is there a requirement in God's mind that I could find for him to be 100% 

human. Whatever percent human he was was adequate for him to save me and thank God 

for that. Can you show me a biblical passage . . . 

Dr. Craig: Someone asked how do heretics understand the atonement – my Defenders 

class is full of heretics! [laughter] 

Student: By that measure, I am a heretic. I would ask those who disagree to explain those 

two points – he did not have the capacity for sin and he had the ability to forgive sin. 

What human could do that? 

Dr. Craig: He has that ability in virtue of being divine. He had two natures – one human 

and one divine. His ability to forgive sin, for example, is a property he has in virtue of his 

deity – in virtue of his divine nature. He has two natures. But we must not say that 

because he lacked capacities that a merely human being would have that therefore he 

wasn't truly human. A merely human being couldn't be omniscient, right? For example, a 

merely human being couldn't be omnipotent. But Christ could because he was truly God 

as well as truly man. If you deny the true humanity of Christ, you have to then go back to 

our discussion about Apollinarius and why the church fathers rejected this – if he hasn't 

truly taken our human nature then he hasn't redeemed human nature and his redemption 

and atonement is in vain. 

Student: I won't object to “truly” because that is suitably vague, but I would have to reject 

to 100%. 



Dr. Craig: No creed has affirmed 100%. 

Student: John 14:12 says, “the works that I do he will do also; and greater works than 

these he will do, because I go to my Father.” In our identification with Christ, how much 

of that greater work is a substitutional . . . taking up the burden for another . . . to what 

extent should that be drawn in our identification with Christ? 

Dr. Craig: I feel absolutely certain that this passage read in context isn't referring to 

Christ's work of the atonement. When we talk about the person of Christ and the work of 

Christ and we speak of the atonement as Christ's work, this isn't biblical language. These 

are theological categories that are used to explain Scripture. When Christ is talking about 

his works, he is talking not about his substitutionary atonement. For example, he says in 

the previous verse, “Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in me, or else 

believe me for the sake of the works themselves.” He is probably talking about the 

miraculous signs that he did.109 If you don't believe me on my own word, believe me for 

the sake of these works which are signs of the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God – his 

healings and exorcisms, for example. It might be that he is talking here about miraculous 

works that people would do or maybe great works of evangelism in bringing people to a 

saving knowledge of God. But I feel confident that he is not suggesting that you and I 

will offer our lives as a substitutionary atonement for others – that we are going to have a 

greater sacrifice than him because his atonement is all-sufficient and final. Remember in 

the book of Hebrews it says it is once for all and therefore never need be repeated. 

Student: Because love is actually defined by sacrifice, if we love we cannot escape 

making sacrifices. If you take away sacrifice then love is empty. So the work of God is to 

believe that he is sent by God. So there is a channel between man and God opened up by 

Jesus Christ, and we can, as Jacob's Ladder says, we can approach God through this 

ladder. If we have that channel of communication and know God's will . . . like all the 

missionary kind of understands, if you want to redeem a people group you have to make 

some kind of sacrifice to bring them back into Christ's salvation. I think Christ talking 

about the work is basically what the heavenly Father revealed to each individual – what 

he wants them to do and whether we submit to it or not. To some extent there definitely is 

a sacrifice, and to some extent there is some substitutional burden. 

Dr. Craig: I want to affirm that, too. I think what you are saying is obviously correct even 

if it is not based on this verse. Paul says in his epistles, Bear one another's burdens and 

so fulfill the law of Christ. Paul talks about how in his ministry and suffering and 

persecution – language that I still can't understand – he says, I am going to complete what 

is lacking in Christ's suffering by my own bodily suffering for the Gospel. That certainly 
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is true even if it is not based on this verse – as agents of Christ and the Kingdom, we need 

to be involved in service for others and sacrifice that may entail suffering. 

Student: To bring this conversation back to Earth, I mentioned to you an article this 

morning and I thought the class would like to get your reaction to it. 

Dr. Craig: I thought that would have been more appropriately brought up when we were 

talking about heretics! [laughter] 

Student: There was an article in the local paper about two weeks ago.110 I was astounded 

at what it said. There has been an Episcopal church in the Atlanta area for many years 

called the Episcopal Church of the Atonement. It is on High Point Road in Buckhead or 

Sandy Springs. Anyway, the church had dwindled in attendance so they brought in a team 

to troubleshoot, including a professor of church leadership from Candler School of 

Theology at Emory who is ordained as an Episcopal priest. The conclusion was they 

needed to rebrand the church or rename the church because the word “atonement” is 

offensive. Not just the word but the doctrine is offensive. I gave you the article. I was 

amazed at that, and would like to get your reaction. 

Dr. Craig: I am anxious to read the article, but what you point out here is so typical of the 

old mainline denominations. They are embarrassed and offended at the doctrine of the 

atonement and therefore are quite willing to abandon it in the misguided belief that this is 

somehow going to increase church attendance by moving away from orthodoxy. In fact, 

it is going to have, I predict, exactly the opposite effect. It is the churches which have 

stayed true to biblical orthodoxy – biblical doctrine and preaching – that are the growing 

churches.111 It is the mainline, old denominations that increasingly depart from biblical 

Christianity that find themselves now bleeding members and declining in the rolls. The 

objection here to the atonement saying that it is a dark doctrine is that it smacks of child 

abuse – God is like a cosmic tyrant who abuses his Son Jesus. This is simply a caricature 

of not only the biblical doctrine of the atonement which says that God so loved the world 

that he gave his only Son but also, as we will see when we do our survey of church 

history, it is a caricature of traditional theories of the atonement that have been defended 

by theologians down through history. They always see the atonement as motivated by 

God's love; it is God's redeeming act which Christ voluntarily undertakes for the sake of 

our salvation. I think that it is a glorious doctrine, myself, motivated by the love of God 

and extolling God's holiness and goodness and therefore nothing to be ashamed of, much 

less to be abandoned. 
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Student: Many of the modern hymnals are now expunging all references to the blood and 

the atonement. 

Dr. Craig: Is that true? I wasn't aware of that. 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Craig: Many of these reservations about the atonement are going to be based upon 

objections that the doctrine is immoral or unjust. This is a serious, formidable objection 

that needs to be dealt with straight-forwardly. We are going to tackle that objection in this 

class and look at this challenge and see if this is, in fact, an immoral and unjust doctrine. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me conclude this morning by saying a few words by way of introduction to our 

survey of different atonement theories that have been offered down through history. 

We've seen that the church fathers, for the first several hundred years, were embroiled in 

disputes over the person of Christ. There were first the trinitarian controversies and then 

these were followed by the christological controversies as the doctrines of the Trinity and 

two natures of Christ were hammered out and articulated. Therefore the fathers had little 

time to devote to the discussion of what later theologians were to call the “work of 

Christ” (that is to say, his achieving atonement). As a result of this no ecumenical council 

ever pronounced on the subject of the atonement. This has left the church without 

conciliar guidance. There is no church council like we have with Nicaea or Chalcedon 

which has pronounced upon the doctrine of the atonement. That has left the church 

somewhat tetherless in its articulation and understanding of the atonement. When the 

church fathers did mention the subject of the atonement, their comments tended to be 

very brief and, frankly, for the most part unincisive. They did not have a profound grasp 

of the subject. 

The church fathers thought of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering. Sometimes it was 

construed in terms of substitutionary punishment. Let me read for you a statement by the 

great church historian Eusebius from his treatise Demonstration of the Gospel (10.1). 

This is what Eusebius wrote: 

the Lamb of God . . .was chastised on our behalf, and suffered a penalty He did 

not owe, but which we owed because of the multitude of our sins; and so He 

became the cause of the forgiveness of our sins, because He received death for us, 

and transferred to Himself the scourging, the insults, and the dishonour, which 

were due to us, and drew down on Himself the apportioned curse, being made a 

curse for us. And what is that but the price of our souls?112 And so the oracle says 
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in our person: 'By his stripes we were healed,' and 'The Lord delivered him for our 

sins'. . .  

Similar sentiments were expressed by Origen, Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, 

Cyril of Alexandria, and others. 

Notice that Eusebius sees Christ's vicarious punishment as the price paid for our 

salvation. He says, “What is that but the price of our souls?” In saying this he draws 

attention to the ransom which was paid as the price for our redemption. The church 

fathers tended to fasten upon this motif of ransom to the neglect of other New Testament 

motifs in their understanding of the doctrine of the atonement. 

The next time that we meet we will talk about the church fathers’ ransom theory or as it is 

sometimes called the Christus Victor theory.113 
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Lecture 14: The Ransom Theory 

We are discussing the doctrine of the atonement, and we've just begun a survey of 

Christian thinking about the atonement over the centuries. We want to start with the 

church fathers. 

To review what I said last week: the dominant view among the church fathers was that 

Christ’s death was a sacrificial offering to God, and this was often construed in terms of 

substitutionary punishment. For example, I quoted from the church father Eusebius in his 

treatise, The Demonstration of the Gospel. Eusebius wrote, 

The Lamb of God . . . was chastised on our behalf, and suffered a penalty He did 

not owe, but which we owed because of the multitude of our sins; and so He 

became the cause of the forgiveness of our sins, because He received death for us 

and transferred to Himself the scourgings, the insults, and the dishonor, which 

were due to us, and drew down on Himself the apportioned curse, being made a 

curse for us. And what is that but the price of our souls? And so the oracle says in 

our person [quoting Isaiah 53] “By His stripes we were healed,” and “The Lord 

delivered him for our sins.” 

That's from The Demonstration of the Gospel, chapter 10, section 1. 

Similar sentiments were expressed by church fathers such as Origen, Cyril of Jerusalem, 

John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, and others. For example, Origen, who is usually 

associated with the so-called ransom theory of the atonement, actually connects the idea 

of sacrifice with penal substitution as he found it in Isaiah 53. This is what Origen had to 

say: 

What has never been related in any history, is that one suffered death for the 

whole world and that the whole world was cleansed by this sacrifice whereas 

without such a sacrifice it must perforce have perish. Christ could only receive on 

the cross the burden of the sins of all . . . “He took on Him our sins and was 

smitten for our iniquities . . . the punishment awaiting us fell on Him instead ... we 

are healed by the sufferings of His cross. His Father delivered Him . . . for our 

misdeeds, He was led to the slaughter for the sins of the people. . . .” 

John Chrysostom similarly wrote, “Men ought to have been punished, but God did not do 

so. They ought to have perished, but he gave his son in their stead so although we ought 

to have been punished and perish instead Christ was punished and perished on our 

behalf.” And John Chrysostom gives this very revealing analogy. He says, 

A king seeing a robber about to receive his due [that is to say, the robber is about 

to be punished for his crime] sends his beloved and only son to death and lays on 



him not only the penalty but also the crime and this he does to save the guilty one 

and to promote him afterwards to high dignity. 

Here Chrysostom affirms that Christ not only bears the penalty (the punishment) for our 

sins, but that also our guilt is imputed to Christ and he bears that as well. 

This is completely contrary to the way in which the church fathers are typically 

represented in the secondary literature. In fact, I’m having to revise what I’ve already 

written in the first draft of this book I’m writing because I’ve come to see that the focus 

on the so-called ransom theory of the atonement is not a focus that belonged to the church 

fathers themselves.114 Rather it’s modern scholarship which has focused on this aspect of 

the church fathers’ doctrine and made it appear as though this was the entire atonement 

theory held by the church fathers when in fact, like the biblical material itself, the church 

fathers had a multifaceted theory of the atonement that did include ransom as part of it 

but (as we’ve just seen) also included vicarious suffering, sacrificial offering, penal 

substitution, and so forth. 

Joseph Mitros, in a recent review of the literature, says this: 

By way of summary, one may say that the sacrificial theory of salvation combined 

with the idea of penal substitution constituted the mainstream of thinking in 

the . . . fourth century and the motif of the Isaianic servant of Yahweh [the servant 

of the Lord is Isaiah 53] made up its commonly accepted background. Though 

innocent himself, Christ, the Son of God, took upon himself our sins and accepted 

the punishment due to us for them. By becoming man, the new Adam, he had 

become the representative of all men then as a high priest and victim in offering 

his life as a propitiatory sacrifice Christ reconciled men to God. 

In light of this, one might ask why is it then that modern scholarship focuses so 

myopically on the ransom facet of the church fathers’ statements? I think it must be due 

to the sheer peculiarity and curiosity of the church fathers’ statements on the ransom 

theory. They are so odd and so out of step with contemporary thinking that modern 

scholarship tends to focus on that as though that were the emphasis of the church fathers 

when in fact this is just one facet of a very multifaceted and rich doctrine of the 

atonement. 

Let's look more closely at this aspect of the church fathers’ thinking that is commonly 

known as the ransom theory. 

For about nine hundred years from the time of Irenaeus and Origen up until the time of 

St. Anselm the ransom theory was popular among the church fathers. According to this 

theory the sacrifice of Christ’s life served as a ransom to deliver man from the bondage to 
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Satan and from the corruption and death that were the consequences of sin. The church 

fathers tended to interpret Jesus’ ransom saying (remember Mark 10:45 that the Son of 

Man has come to give his life as a ransom for many) very literally to mean that he made a 

payment in exchange for which human beings were set free from bondage. Much as a 

ransom payment might be made to terrorists who are holding a group of hostages in order 

to get those hostages liberated, so the sacrifice of Christ’s life was a ransom given to 

liberate human beings from bondage to sin and death. 

This interpretation naturally raised the question as to whom the ransom was paid. The 

obvious answer to this question seemed to be the devil – Satan – because it was the devil 

who held men in bondage. 2 Timothy 2:25-26, 

God may perhaps grant that they will repent and come to know the truth, and they 

may escape from the snare of the devil, after being captured by him to do his will. 

Here he says that human beings have been ensnared by the devil and are in bondage to 

him. 

Similarly in 1 John 5:19 we have a very sweeping statement: “We know that we are of 

God, and the whole world is in the power of the evil one.” According to 1 John 5:19 the 

entire world lies in bondage to Satan.115 So God agreed to give over his Son to Satan’s 

power in exchange for the human beings that he held captive. 

Not all of the church fathers agreed with this ransom theory. Gregory Nazianzus, for 

example, was sharply critical of the ransom theory. He did not want to make Satan the 

object of Christ’s atoning death. It seemed inappropriate to say that Satan would be the 

one to whom atonement is directed. But most of the church fathers agreed with Origen 

who wrote, 

To whom gave he his life ‘a ransom for many’? It cannot have been to God. Was 

it not then to the evil one? For he held us until the ransom for us, even the soul of 

Jesus, was paid to him, being deceived into thinking that he could be its lord, and 

not seeing that he could not bear the torment of holding it.116 

 

As Origen’s statement revealed, the fathers typically thought of this arrangement between 

God and Satan as a very clever ruse on God’s part. He tricked Satan into making this 

exchange. You see, as the second person of the Trinity, the Son of God could not 

possibly have been held captive by Satan. But by his incarnation – by becoming a man – 

Christ appeared to be just as weak and vulnerable as other human beings who were under 

Satan’s control, and it was only after the captives had been freed by Satan that the Son of 
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God manifested his full divine power by rising from the dead and breaking the bonds of 

death and hell and thus escaping from Satan's power. 

Gregory of Nyssa, one of the other Cappadocian church fathers, gives the following very 

colorful analogy to illustrate how God cleverly deceived Satan. He says, 

In order to secure that the ransom in our behalf might be easily accepted by him 

who required it, the Deity was hidden under the veil of our nature, that so, as with 

ravenous fish, the hook of the Deity might be gulped down along with the bait of 

flesh.117 

Here he says that Christ’s flesh is like the bait to lure Satan and inside is hidden this hook 

of the deity of Christ that will ensnare Satan and in fact undo him. 

One of the most interesting features of the ransom theory as espoused by the church 

fathers is their widespread conviction that Christ’s incarnation and death were not 

actually necessary for man's redemption. God chose to bring about our liberation from 

Satan’s power by Christ’s death and ransom payment but he didn’t have to. St. 

Augustine, one of the Latin church fathers, wrote very bluntly, “they are fools who say 

the wisdom of God could not otherwise free men than by taking human nature, and being 

born of a woman, and suffering all that he did at the hands of sinners.”118 So according to 

Augustine, if you think that the incarnation and death of Christ was necessary for our 

redemption you’re a fool. He didn’t think it was necessary. Given his omnipotence God 

could have freed people from Satan’s power directly. Being omnipotent it would be 

child’s play for God to liberate us from a creature like Satan. There wouldn’t need to be 

any ransom payment. So the entire arrangement of making this ransom payment in order 

to free us was simply the choice of God’s will. This is the way he contingently chose to 

bring about our redemption but it wasn't necessary.119 

George Smeaton, who is a 19th century theologian who has written a couple of fine 

books on the subject of the atonement, conjectures that the reason that the church fathers 

held this view is that they were focused primarily upon the consequences of sin, mainly 

death and mortality and corruption, rather than on sin itself. They were focused on how 

God overcame the consequences of sin rather than sin itself. They held that God in his 

omnipotence could deal with those consequences of sin without any atonement. So 

Christ’s death was not required on this view by God’s justice as later thinkers like 

Anselm and the Reformers were to say. It wasn’t a matter that God’s justice required this 

to be done, it was simply a decision of his will. So Smeaton says of the church fathers, 

“They separated God’s free-will from the moral perfections of His nature – rectitude, 
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wisdom, and goodness.”120 They focused upon God’s freedom – his arbitrary ability to 

redeem human beings as he wants – without connecting it to these essential attributes of 

God like rectitude, goodness, and wisdom. So they held that God freely chose to take on 

a human nature in Christ as an appropriate way to deal with human mortality and death. 

In saying this the church fathers, especially in the East (the Greek-speaking church 

fathers), tended to shift the emphasis away from Christ’s death to his incarnation as the 

principal means of overcoming our corruption and mortality. By taking on a human 

nature himself Christ redeemed our nature and brought immortality and eternal life to our 

nature. So Christ’s death became merely the climax to his life. The real point of emphasis 

was the incarnation whereby our mortal nature was imbued with divinity, and corruption 

and death was overcome. It was primarily the divine person’s assuming a human nature 

that brought healing and immortality to our nature (and this emphasis continues in 

Eastern Orthodoxy today), and thereby the centrality of the cross in the New Testament 

proclamation of the Gospel is lost. I think this is one of the weaknesses in Eastern 

Orthodoxy that the emphasis is shifted from the death of Christ and the cross to the 

incarnation as the fulcrum of Christ’s atoning work. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: You mentioned early in the ransom theory that Satan was tricked, if you will, 

into not realizing the deity of Christ in the ransom. However in Scripture it states that 

when the demons were sent away from those possessed they ran in fear proclaiming we 

know who you are. So if Satan’s minions knew who he was how could he have been 

tricked into believing that? 

Dr. Craig: Right. I think it would be hard to defend the view biblically that Satan was not 

aware that Christ was divine. But maybe he didn’t sense what that meant. It might have 

seemed that he had stooped so low in taking on our mortal nature that now he was limited 

and weak in virtue of having that nature and was no longer in his full divine abilities. 

There is an interesting passage in 1 Corinthians 2:8 where speaking of the cross Paul 

says, “None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have 

crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Corinthians 2:8). “The rulers of this age,” I’m sure, refers 

to Satan’s powers and those who control this world.121 So the church fathers might be 

able to defend the view that Satan did not truly, fully understand what was going on in 

the incarnation and the crucifixion. 

Student: That would have been a great weakness, I think, in Satan’s power if he could not 

recognize that Christ is the Son of God. Even when he tempted him I think he knew he 

 
120 Smeaton (1870), p. 509. 

121 20:12 



was tempting the Son of God to submit to him, and he said, I do not go by man’s will but 

by the will of God. 

Dr. Craig: Right. The very fact that Satan would attempt so foolish a project as trying to 

tempt the Son of God into worshiping him and serving him suggests that he didn’t have a 

very full understanding of what was going on in the incarnation. Otherwise he would 

have seen that that was a futile endeavor. 

Student: It is interesting that you said Augustine emphasized that God chose this method 

for our salvation. Was there anyone who took the opposite position? 

Dr. Craig: If you look at that quotation that I read from Origen, it does suggest the 

opposite view. Let me highlight the phrase in Origen that jumped out at me. He says, 

“Without such a sacrifice the world must perforce have perish.” There he is suggesting 

this was necessary; that apart from this sacrificial death there would have been no 

salvation. There are other passages that Mitros in this article that I quoted from refers to 

that similarly suggest the necessity of the atoning death of Christ. Again the picture is not 

as monochromatic as it is often painted in the secondary literature. 

Student: I think the cross is to stop the continuous accusation. Satan is our accuser. So 

without righteousness he can continuously accuse us and the righteous God has to take 

that into consideration. 

Dr. Craig: On the basis of our justification, on the basis of Christ’s atoning death, no 

grounds remain for accusation. I think that’s correct. But of course Satan may be rather 

foolish and may continue to accuse the brethren anyway. There are passages that refer to 

Satan as the accuser of the brethren, and we know how he accused Job, God’s righteous 

servant in the book of Job, before God. So I think you’re right in saying objectively 

speaking no grounds for accusation would remain as a result of the work of the cross. 

Student: I am interested in your opinion about a more modern theologian, C. S. Lewis, 

who, if you look at the line in The Witch and the Wardrobe it seems to be a combination 

of the penal substitution and the ransom theory. Aslan substituted himself for the sins of 

Edmund but he was still at the same time kind of being paid as a ransom to the queen. If 

you also look at The Space Trilogy the main protagonist is named Ransom in that book. 

What are your thoughts about C. S. Lewis’ viewpoints? 

Dr. Craig: I am not a Lewis scholar but I think that is a very interesting point. It would 

not be surprising given Lewis’ deep appreciation of the church fathers and Christian 

history. He does seem to combine them there, doesn’t he, at least in The Chronicles of 

Narnia. 

Student: I think Satan’s limitation in this atonement theory – all these different facets – is 

that Satan doesn’t know the future so he doesn’t know the effect of the incarnation. He 



knows about us and he knows the past, but he doesn’t know the future. So that’s his 

limitation. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, that would seem to be correct. 

Student: It would seem like a pure ransom theory would be just too surprisingly 

uninsightful for a biblical scholar to hold without holding other parts. So I wonder if 

they’re more viewing it as sort of a metaphorical thing in that Satan doesn’t actually have 

power but that as, someone else was saying, he is an accuser who is trying to sort of 

represent the justice of God to our disadvantage.122 When they say that Satan is being 

baited and that we’re essentially being ransomed from Satan it is as if God has kind of 

given a domain to Satan even though God at any point can take that domain from him 

and he’s more sort of somebody who holds no actual power even though he’s given the 

amount of power that God holds. So it seems to me that anybody who has actually 

studied the Scriptures in depth would, if they’re holding a pure ransom theory, they’re 

more thinking of Satan as sort of being that placeholder than actual powerholder. 

Dr. Craig: I think you’re absolutely right that no one, as far as I know, would defend this 

sort of ransom theory that I’ve described this morning that the church fathers enunciated. 

But the idea that they themselves meant it merely metaphorically, I’m not convinced that 

is true. One reason would be that the subsequent critics of the ransom theory like Anselm 

and Abelard – these medieval theologians who overthrew the ransom theory – took the 

church fathers at face value, as meaning this literally that Satan held us in bondage and 

God gave this ransom payment to him to set us free. They argue very vociferously against 

this idea that Satan had absolutely no rights over human beings and that it would be 

immoral for God to submit to his demands and to make a ransom payment to him. After 

the critique of Anselm in the 11th century, the ransom theory more or less disappears 

from church history. This was popular during the first nine hundred years, as I say, but 

then as subsequent theologians offered criticisms of it, it more or less disappeared. Today 

those who want to rehabilitate the ransom theory (and there are some) would, I think, do 

exactly what you said – interpret it more metaphorically. They would want to say things 

like by his death on the cross Christ overcame the powers of sin and death and hell and 

has given us eternal life and freedom and set us free from the things that held us captive, 

and would not interpret it in this literal sort of hostage-taking arrangement and ransom 

payment that the fathers seem at least to have taken in a literal way. 

Student: I apologize. This question is very basic and fundamental, but I’m not familiar 

with what Satan’s abilities and limitations are in a general sense. I’m just curious where 

his boundaries are. 
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Dr. Craig: If we think of Satan as some sort of angelic creature that has fallen (which is 

the usual way in which he’s understood), he would have all of the sorts of limitations that 

are inherent to being a creature. He would be contingent. He would be dependent upon 

God moment by moment for his existence. He would be limited in power, limited 

intelligence, evil, not probably omnipresent but able to be spatially located. So all of 

those sorts of limitations would seem to apply to Satan just as they would to a normal 

angelic creature. That’s what it would seem. As you think about angels, they appear and 

disappear in this world of space and time. But it’s not as though they’re omnipresent in 

the way that God is. 

Student: Just to clarify, even though Satan cannot be everywhere at one time, he does 

have his minions that go out. So it is not as if there aren’t evil forces simultaneously 

throughout. 

Dr. Craig: Correct. 

Student: Wouldn’t God be the ransom holder because isn’t he the one that’s actually 

requiring death for sin? 

Dr. Craig: That isn’t what they thought.123 When we look at the church fathers, 

remember Origen said, Was the ransom paid to God? No. Because he wasn’t holding us 

captive. The ransom had to be paid to someone who was holding us captive. Remember 

in the ancient world the idea of making a ransom payment was typically a payment made 

to buy back prisoners of war who had been captured or to set free slaves from their 

captivity. So the idea here was that it wasn’t God who was holding us prisoner. It had to 

be somebody else, and so the ransom payment wasn’t made to God. On the contrary it 

was God who was making the payment by sending his Son. Now, as we’ll see, 

subsequently thinkers thought that this was, in fact, a perverse consequence of the ransom 

theory – that the atonement is directed towards Satan rather than toward God. That did 

seem to stand things on its head. That was one of the weaknesses of the ransom theory 

that I think led to its demise. It seemed to get things upside down. 

Student: The ransom is paid for the standard of righteousness. So God’s righteousness is 

there, and the accuser uses that to imprison sinners. So a ransom is paid to uphold that 

righteousness to release the sinners. 

Dr. Craig: I think you’re trying to bring in later concerns about righteousness and justice 

that weren’t part of the original theory. As Smeaton said, the theory focused upon the 

consequences of sin more than sin itself. So it didn’t emphasize things like meeting the 

demands of God’s righteousness. That would be other aspects of the atonement, not the 
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ransom part. The ransom part was meant to describe our redemption from the bondage of 

sin and death and hell and the devil. 

END DISCUSSION 

With that we’ll close. Next time we will look at St. Anselm’s satisfaction theory which 

effectively undid the ransom theory so that it never really appeared again prominently in 

church history.124 
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Lecture 15: The Satisfaction Theory 

Today we come to the so-called satisfaction theory of the atonement. This was developed 

by none other than St. Anselm who was the Archbishop of Canterbury during the 

eleventh century. Yes, this is the same Anselm that gave us the ontological argument for 

the existence of God! As if that weren’t enough for his claim to fame, even more 

significant is Anselm’s treatise on the atonement called Cur Deus homo (translated means 

“Why did God Became Man?”). This is a work of unsurpassed importance in the history 

of the doctrine of the atonement. It constitutes a watershed between the patristic and the 

medieval church. Although Anselm’s comprehensive theory of the atonement includes 

elements of the ransom theory of the church fathers, including God’s victory over Satan 

and even a rationale for God’s not achieving atonement without the death of Christ, 

nevertheless the fundamental thrust of Anselm’s theory is very different from that of the 

church fathers. It forever altered Christian thinking on the doctrine of the atonement.   

Anselm’s main complaint about the ransom theory is that it is inadequate to explain why 

God would take the extraordinary step of sending his Son to suffer and die a horrible 

death in order to redeem mankind. An omnipotent God could have freed mankind from 

the bondage to Satan directly without any need of an incarnation. You cannot claim that 

in doing so God would have violated the rights that Satan has over man because man 

owes nothing to the devil. He has no rights over humanity. Moreover, God owes the devil 

nothing but punishment and certainly need not respect his rights by offering a hostage to 

Satan for the redemption of mankind. In contrast to these ransom theories, Anselm argues 

that the salvation of mankind is about a lot more than just defeating Satan and liberating 

people from sin. Rather, it is about making satisfaction to God for man’s sins. He 

believes that that necessitated the incarnation and the suffering of Christ. 

Unfortunately, Anselm’s theory is frequently misrepresented in the secondary literature, 

especially by those who are critical of it. Typically you will hear it said that Anselm’s 

fundamental concern is with the restoration of God’s honor. God has been insulted by 

human beings in sinning against him and thereby they have besmirched God’s honor. In 

order to restore God’s honor, the incarnation and the death of Christ was thought to be 

necessary. Having laid out the theory in those terms, Anselm is then typically criticized 

for neglecting the moral aspects of the atonement, ignoring the demands of justice in 

favor of simply remedying an insult that has been paid to God. People will sometimes say 

that Anselm portrays God as a sort of feudal monarch or lord (reflecting the feudal 

society of his time) whose wounded ego demands that some satisfaction be given before 

he is willing to forgive the insult that has been rendered to him. These critics will say 

since God would be all the more magnanimous if he would simply forgive the insult 



without demanding some kind of satisfaction or payment, Anselm’s theory fails to show 

that Christ’s atoning death was really necessary.125 

There are always elements of truth in every misrepresentation of a point of view. That is 

true here as well. This involves half-truths about Anselm’s theory, but does not explain it 

accurately. A careful reading of St. Anselm reveals that his fundamental concern is, in 

fact, about God’s justice and the moral demands of justice. Sin is materially bringing 

dishonor to God – that is true. That is the truth in this. To sin is to bring dishonor to God. 

But the reason that God cannot just overlook the insult magnanimously is that because it 

would be unjust to do so and so it would contradict the very nature of God which is just. 

Anselm defines sin as the failure to render to God what is due to him. What is due to 

God? Anselm answers, “Every wish of a rational creature should be subject to the will of 

God.” God’s due is that in everything we do, we should do God’s will. We should be 

subject to his will. Anselm says, “This is justice, or uprightness of will, which makes a 

being just or upright in heart, that is, in will; and this is the sole and complete debt of 

honor which we owe to God, and which God requires of us.” So the honor that is due to 

God, on Anselm’s view, is to be just or upright in will. Anselm says, “He who does not 

render this honor which is due to God, robs God of his own and dishonors him; and this 

is sin.” So the essence of dishonoring God, on Anselm’s view, is to fail to be upright in 

will, to be submissive to God’s will, and so to sin. 

Given the moral character of dishonoring God, Anselm asks “whether it were proper for 

God to put away sins by compassion alone, without any payment of the honor taken from 

him?” In other words, could God out of his compassion simply overlook the dishonor that 

human beings have done to him and out of compassion simply forgive them? Anselm 

responds negatively: “To remit sin in this manner is nothing else than not to punish; and 

since it is not right to cancel sin without compensation or punishment; if it be not 

punished, then it is passed by undischarged.” His concern here is not merely with 

propriety but that it would be morally wrong (unjust) to leave sin unpunished. His 

concern here is divine justice. He says, “Truly such compassion on the part of God is 

wholly contrary to the Divine justice, which allows nothing but punishment as the 

recompense of sin.” The fundamental problem is not honor but justice. Man has 

dishonored God by sinning, but the reason that God cannot just overlook the offense is 

because it would be unjust to do so. Sin deserves punishment. Since God’s nature is 

essentially just, he would contradict his own nature if he were to fail to satisfy the 

demands of divine justice. So Anselm’s fundamental concern in this theory is ethical and 

not merely with a sort of insulted dignity on God’s part.126 It is true he is concerned with 
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God’s honor, but it is fundamentally a concern with justice and not simply remedying an 

insult to a feudal lord of sorts. 

It is intriguing that Anselm sees the relevance of a so-called Divine Command Theory of 

ethics to his concern with justice. If you remember when we talked about the attributes of 

God and particularly the goodness of God, we talked about a Divine Command Theory of 

ethics which holds that moral values are grounded in the character of God himself. God 

himself is the standard of good and evil. Our moral duties are constituted by his 

commandments. His moral nature expresses itself toward us in the form of certain divine 

commands which then become our moral obligations or prohibitions. Anselm 

understands the relevance of such a Divine Command Theory of ethics to his concern 

with justice. He asks, since God is subject to no law and his will determines what is right, 

why does he, being supremely merciful, not just ignore the injury done to him? Do you 

see what he is saying? On a Divine Command Theory of ethics, God has no moral 

obligations. There is no moral law hanging over him to which he must conform or which 

he must obey. He himself by his will and commands determines what is just or right. If 

that is the case, why can’t he just overlook man’s sin without acting unjustly in doing so?  

Anselm, I think, gives the correct response to the so-called Euthyphro Dilemma. If you 

remember when we talked about this before, the Euthyphro Dilemma asks the question: is 

something good because God wills it, or does God will something because it is good? If 

you say that something is good just because God wills it then that seems to make good 

and evil arbitrary. But if you say, no, God wills something because it is good then the 

good is independent of God and there is a moral law hanging over God to which he must 

conform. But the answer to the Euthyphro Dilemma is to say that is a false dilemma. In 

fact, God himself is the standard of right and wrong, good and evil, and it is his nature 

which is the paradigm and the yardstick for what is good. Anselm holds to this view. He 

says, “there is nothing more just than supreme justice, which . . . is nothing else but God 

himself.” God is not at liberty to do “anything improper for the Divine character.” Since 

“the nature of God” sets limits to divine liberty, “it does not belong to his liberty or 

compassion or will to let the sinner go unpunished.” “Therefore, as God cannot be 

inconsistent with himself, his compassion cannot be of this nature.” The character or the 

nature of God himself necessitates that he punish sin. On Anselm’s view, retributive 

justice is not something that is just willed by God, it belongs to the very nature of God 

and therefore God is not at liberty to act contrary to the demands of retributive justice. 

This would be to act contrary to his own nature which is impossible. Therefore the 

demands of divine justice must be satisfied. God cannot just forgive sins or remit sins by 

his fiat. He must have the demands of justice satisfied. 

In fact, Anselm recognizes two ways in which divine justice might be satisfied. If we 

think of the satisfaction of divine justice, this might be either through compensation or 



through punishment.127 These are the two ways in which divine justice might be satisfied: 

compensation or punishment. He presents the atonement theorist with a dilemma: since 

the demands of divine justice must be satisfied, there must be either punishment of sin or 

compensation for sin. One or the other. Anselm himself chose compensation as the horn 

of the dilemma for his atonement theory. He assumed that punishment would result in the 

eternal damnation of mankind. If God punished mankind for its sins then everyone would 

be eternally damned. Therefore, he chose compensation. By contrast the later Protestant 

Reformers will chose the punishment horn of the dilemma. It will be through punishment 

that God’s justice is satisfied. Not our punishment of course (at least in the case of the 

redeemed) but Christ’s punishment in our place – substitutionary punishment. Anselm 

and the Protestant Reformers are therefore very much on the same footing with respect to 

the satisfaction of divine justice. Both of them agree that God could not simply forgive 

people’s sins without satisfaction of divine justice since that is essential to his nature. 

Anselm said therefore God will provide some sort of compensation to satisfy his justice 

whereas the Reformers said, no, God will provide a substitutionary punishment in order 

to satisfy his justice. 

How does Anselm understand satisfaction? He will define it as “voluntary payment of the 

debt.” He thinks of the satisfaction of God’s justice as voluntary payment of the debt 

which is owed to God. He says the difficulty we face in paying our debt we owe to God is 

that there is nothing we can give to God by way of compensation that we don’t already 

owe him! We owe everything to God. Our will is to be entirely submitted to God. 

Therefore we already owe God total obedience. So there is nothing that we can give God 

to compensate for our sins because we already owe him everything. Moreover the 

situation is made worse by the fact that in order to compensate God adequately for the 

dishonor that we have done him, we would need to give back more than we originally 

owed. If you just give back what you originally owed you've just done what you were 

supposed to do. You haven’t compensated for your sins. So we would need to give back 

more than we originally owed. The gravity of our offense compounds the situation. 

We’ve sinned against God himself and therefore we have dishonored God so that the debt 

that we owe, says Anselm, is a debt of infinite proportion – a debt which is impossible for 

us to repay. So no one but God could repay such a debt of such magnitude, but no one but 

man is obligated to pay it. Therefore, it follows that our salvation requires that God 

become man. What a wonderful syllogism that is. No one but God could pay this debt, 

but no one but man is obligated to pay it. Therefore it follows that God had to become 

man if we are to be saved. So Anselm writes, “If it be necessary, therefore, . . . that the 

heavenly kingdom be made up of men, and this cannot be effected unless the aforesaid 

satisfaction be made, which none but God can make and none but man ought to make, it 
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is necessary for the God-man to make it.” That is the answer to his question cur deus 

homo – why did God become man? In order to make compensation for our sin. This is a 

satisfaction which none but God can make and none but man is obligated to make. 

Therefore it is necessary for the God-man to make this compensation.128 

Anselm affirms that in the incarnation the second person of the Trinity is united with a 

human nature such that Christ has two complete natures united in one person. He affirms 

an orthodox Christology which we already studied of one person in two natures. He 

compares this to the union of a rational soul and a body in every human being. Just as a 

human being is made up of a rational soul and body, so he says that in Christ there is one 

person who has two complete natures – human and divine. The gift that the incarnate 

Christ presents to God (the compensation that Christ gives to God) can be found, says 

Anselm, in nothing but himself. There is no finite good that Christ could give to God to 

compensate for the infinite debt we owe. The adequate compensation can only be found 

in Christ himself. Therefore he must give himself to God on our behalf. Since Christ was 

sinless, he was under no obligation to die. By voluntarily laying down his life he gives to 

God a gift of infinite value which he did not owe. Christ, as man, owed God obedience 

during his life. But because he was sinless he did not owe his death. Therefore he 

presents his life to God as a gift of infinite value by giving up his life and dying on the 

cross. 

On Anselm’s view, it is important to understand that Christ did not die in our place. He 

was not punished for our sins nor did he bear the penalty for our sins. This is not a 

substitutionary theory such as the Reformers later offered. When Anselm says that Christ 

“allowed himself to be slain for the sake of justice”, we have to keep in mind that there 

are two ways of satisfying the demands of God’s justice: either punishment or 

compensation. Christ did not die as a substitutionary punishment. Rather, he gave his life 

to God as a compensation – a gift – for us for our sin. 

How does this work? How does the gift of Christ’s life to God win our salvation?  

Anselm says that divine justice requires God the Father to reward the Son for the gift of 

his life. The Son has given to God this gift of infinite value which he did not owe. Justice 

would require God the Father to give Christ a reward for so inestimable a gift. But how 

can a reward be bestowed on someone who needs nothing and owes nothing? Christ is 

God. He is the second person of the Trinity. So how can he be rewarded by God the 

Father? Anselm answers, the Son therefore gives the reward to those for whose salvation 

he became incarnate. He gives the reward to us. He remits the debt incurred by our sins 

and he bestows on us the beatitude that we had forfeited because of our sins. So God the 

Father, out of his justice, offers a reward to Christ for his infinite gift, but Christ in turn 
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passes that on to us so that we now become the beneficiaries of God the Father’s reward 

which is eternal life, forgiveness of sins, and so forth. 

How do we become the beneficiaries of Christ’s reward that he offers to us? Anselm says 

it is through “faith in the Gospel.” I thought that was interesting that here this medieval 

Catholic theologian would recognize that the way in which we appropriate the benefits of 

Christ’s death is through faith in the Gospel.129 Then he adds by making the Son an 

offering for ourselves with the love that he deserves. We offer Christ to God as an 

offering on our behalf and thereby become the beneficiary of his atoning death. 

That is a summation of Anselm’s satisfaction theory. There is a lot going on there. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Are you familiar with theologians that make a strong case for satisfaction being 

both compensatory and serving as punishment – it is both-and not either-or? 

Dr. Craig: It tends to be either-or. A strong proponent of a satisfaction theory today on 

the contemporary scene would be Richard Swinburne. He has enunciated such a theory. 

But Swinburne is not sympathetic, so far as I know, to substitutionary atonement or 

punishment. Those who do champion substitutionary punishment don’t seem to have 

much room for compensation. But I don’t think that there is any reason to think that these 

are mutually exclusive – that you couldn’t combine both elements into one theory. I saw 

a very, very interesting suggestion in this regard by the Christian philosopher Mark 

Murphy where he points out that there is a difference in criminal law and civil law. As 

you know, sometimes a person can be prosecuted for a criminal offense or they can be 

brought before the court for a civil offense. Remember O. J. Simpson was found not 

guilty on the criminal offense of murder, but he was then found guilty in civil court of 

owing damages and compensation. What Murphy suggests is maybe through 

substitutionary punishment the criminal sentence of sin is discharged by Christ on our 

behalf. He has paid our sentence of death for sin so the demands of God’s criminal 

justice, as it were, are met by substitutionary atonement. But that still leaves room for 

civil damages that might be assessed, and perhaps Christ offers to God this tremendous 

award or compensation that would be like the civil damages that still might be awarded 

even after the criminal case has been settled. That would be a provocative suggestion for 

combining Christ’s death as both substitutionary punishment and as offering 

compensation to God. 

Student: In Ephesians 2:14-16, “For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath 

broken down the middle wall of partition between us; Having abolished in his flesh the 

enmity, even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; for to make in himself 
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of twain one new man, so making peace; And that he might reconcile both unto God in 

one body by the cross, having slain the enmity thereby.” This passage kind of says the 

objective is reconciling us to God and reconciling the accuser to accused or the deceived 

to the deceiver. 

Dr. Craig: I would encourage you to look again at the context of that. I think the 

reconciliation that he is talking about is between Jew and Gentile. He is saying that God 

has broken down this wall of partition constituted by the law that separated Jews and 

Gentiles, and now together we are reconciled in one body to God through the cross. 

Student: I understand that is the traditional way of teaching, but if we see this division all 

the way back in Genesis 3 where the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent are in 

enmity and Christ comes to bridge that enmity.130 

Dr. Craig: If I understand you, I don’t see anything like that in Scripture. The enmity you 

are talking about is the enmity between man and Satan. The closest that the atonement 

would come to that would be the ransom theory where God has deceived Satan and 

liberated us from his power, but he is not reconciling us to Satan. He is not trying to 

remove the enmity between Satan and us. The enmity that he is talking about is not only 

between Jew and Gentile but between man and God. Paul says while we were still 

enemies Christ died for us. There is a reconciliation of man to God but I don’t see any 

idea that there is a reconciliation between man and Satan. 

Student: I see the enmity as the deceiver and the seed of the deceiver and the deceived. 

Dr. Craig: That would be Satan, right? The deceiver. 

Student: Right. And we are under Satan’s deception and our salvation is to come to the 

seed of the woman into Christ redemption. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, we are to be freed. I think that is the proper insight of the ransom view – 

our salvation does involve this element of redemption, of liberation from sin, corruption, 

death, and Satan. But I am persuaded that Anselm is correct that it has a lot more than 

that to it. It has also to do with satisfaction of divine justice which isn’t included in that 

redemption or ransom model. 

Student: The satisfaction is that for the accused. Christ’s cross takes away the right to 

accuse anybody. For the accuser Christ’s death takes away their right to accuse. But for 

the accused Christ’s substitution satisfied that. 

Dr. Craig: That would be the case on the Reformer’s view where you have substitution. 

But remember here on Anselm’s view it is not a substitutionary theory. It is so tempting 

for us Protestants to read it as a substitutionary theory – that he died in our place. But that 
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is not the theory on Anselm’s view. It is that Christ is able to pay the debt of sin that we 

owe to God and he gives to us the wherewithal to compensate God. 

Student: I am a little surprised that Anselm’s theory was seen as groundbreaking in light 

of Romans 3:25-26: “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his 

blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the 

sins committed beforehand unpunished— he did it to demonstrate his justice at the 

present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” 

This seems to encapsulate it very well. The possessive pronoun indicates God had 

nothing hanging over his head making him do it. It was his justice that was violated. I can 

see, and I certainly have no qualm with Anselm – he did a beautiful job of encapsulating 

this. The idea of either punishment or compensation – he came up with that. That is the 

first time I’ve been confronted with that. I wonder if there are other alternatives. I’d have 

to think about that to see. But certainly I even agree with him more on the compensation 

than the punishment part. God wasn’t out for blood, he was out to satisfy his justice. 

Dr. Craig: All right. You’ve said a lot there. Let me just respond by saying of course we 

should find biblical antecedents of these theories – all of them – because otherwise they 

could hardly be Christian theories of the atonement. So, yes, in the Scriptures you will 

find ransom sayings, you’ll find sayings that could talk about satisfaction of divine justice 

and God’s justice being met. We will see, I think, that there are passages in the Scripture 

that talk about substitutionary punishment. When I say it is groundbreaking what I mean 

is that for nine hundred years the church fathers explicated this ransom theory of God’s 

paying a ransom to Satan to let the hostages go free and thereby trick Satan.131 After 

Anselm, that theory disappears from church history. It is a watershed between the 

patristic and the medieval period. It truly is groundbreaking. The ransom theory has never 

come back. It really was laid to rest by Anselm. The Reformers then, as we will see, will 

want to push even further than Anselm in developing their theory of the atonement. But 

we shouldn't diminish Anselm’s contribution to this doctrine. 

END DISCUSSION  

With that we are at the end of our time.132 
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Lecture 16: The Moral Influence Theory 

Today we come to the moral influence theory of the atonement. This theory of the 

atonement is most often associated with the twelfth century logician and theologian Peter 

Abelard. You may have heard of Abelard in a different connection with this because of 

the famous love affair between Eloise and Abelard. As a young priest, Abelard was hired 

by a family to tutor their young teenaged daughter Eloise. He seduced her, more or less 

forced himself upon her sexually, but she fell in love with him. They began this love 

affair that finally culminated in marriage. But her father, to say the least, was not pleased 

about Abelard’s seducing his daughter and so he hired a gang of thugs to break into 

Abelard’s residence one night and they castrated him in bed whereupon Eloise was then 

consigned to a nunnery for the rest of her life. Abelard went on to become a very famous 

theologian and philosopher. 

So, the moral influence theory of the atonement! [laughter] 

According to atonement theories of this type, Christ achieved our reconciliation with 

God, not by ransoming us from the devil or by satisfying God's justice, but rather by 

moving our hearts to contrition and love as we contemplate Christ’s voluntarily suffering 

on our behalf so horrible and torturous a death. On this theory nothing actually happened 

between God and man that afternoon on Golgotha when Jesus was crucifixion. No sins 

were punished, no debt was paid. The entire power of the cross to make atonement lies in 

its serving as an example which then produces a subjective response in us as we 

contemplate Christ's voluntarily laying down his life for us. 

In his commentary on the book of Romans when he reaches the section on the atonement 

in Romans 3:24-26, Abelard tries to explain how Christ’s death achieves atonement. He 

agrees with Anselm in rejecting ransom theories of the atonement. He says Satan has no 

rights over human beings that God has to respect. That raises the question, “What need 

was there, I say, for the Son of God, for the sake of our redemption, when he received 

flesh to endure so many great fasts, reproaches, lashings, spitting, and finally the most 

violent and shameful death of the cross. . . .?”133 This is exactly the same question that 

drove Anselm’s inquiry in Why Did God Become Man?.  Abelard realizes that any 

ransom that is paid to redeem mankind has to be paid to God, not to the devil. The devil 

is at very most merely our jailer and torturer by God’s permission. But the devil doesn't 

have any rights over us which God must respect. On the other hand neither does Abelard 

seem to be persuaded by Anselm’s answer to the question that Christ’s death was a 

compensatory offering to God to satisfy divine justice. He exclaims, 
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How very cruel and unjust it seems that someone should require the blood of an 

innocent person as a ransom, or that in any way it might please him that an 

innocent person be slain, still less that God should have so accepted the death of 

his Son that through it he was reconciled to the whole world!”134 

On Abelard's view, neither a ransom theory nor a satisfaction theory suffices to explain 

why Christ would come and submit to such a gruesome and horrible death.135 His answer 

to the question is very different. This is what he says in his commentary on Romans 3:24-

26: 

Nevertheless it seems to us that in this we are justified in the blood of Christ and 

reconciled to God, that it was through this matchless grace shown to us that his 

Son received our nature, and in that nature, teaching us both by word and by 

example, persevered to the death and bound us to himself even more through 

love, so that when we have been kindled by so great a benefit of divine grace, true 

charity might fear to endure nothing for his sake.136 

Here Abelard seems to suggest that the way the atonement works is that Christ's dying 

this horrible death ignites in us a flame of love by means of his teaching and his example 

so that we are fortified to endure even unto death in obedience to him. The example of 

Christ's death inflames us with love to follow him, become his disciples, and be obedient 

even unto death. 

I think it is noteworthy that on this theory the objectionable fact about the traditional 

view such as Anselm had is that on Anselm's view, Abelard says, God needed to be 

reconciled to the world by Christ’s death. But on Abelard’s view we need to be 

reconciled to God by Christ’s death. It is not God who needs to be reconciled to us; it is 

we who need to be reconciled to him. It has become almost an axiom among 

contemporary proponents of moral influence theories that God does not need to be 

reconciled to sinners; the entire obstacle to reconciliation lies on our side. God stands 

with open arms ready to receive us, but our hearts need to be changed so that our hostility 

to God evaporates and we embrace his love. So Abelard sees atonement achieved as 

Christ’s passion enkindles in our hearts a love for God within us. We are liberated then 

from sin as we come to love God more and more and so become more and more 

righteous. The atonement works by means of Christ's exemplary death on the cross which 

then produces in us this effect of loving God more and more so that we become 

progressively freed from sin. That's the theory. 
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Now taken in isolation, the moral influence theory might seem far too thin to do justice to 

the biblical data concerning subjects like God’s wrath, for example, which lies on 

unbelievers, or Christ’s substitutionary death (his suffering is vicarious in nature), or 

what the Bible has to say about justification before God, and so on and so forth. The 

moral influence theory taken in isolation seems to amount to little more than a sort of 

self-improvement inspired by the example of Christ. That seems far too weak a theory to 

be plausible as representing a New Testament doctrine of the atonement. 

But significantly, scholars have in recent years called into question the assumption that 

this passage that I've just quoted from Abelard's commentary on Romans 3 really 

represents Abelard’s full atonement theory rather than just a facet of it.137 For example, in 

his comment on Romans 4:25 (just one chapter later) Abelard writes the following,  

He [Christ] is said to have died on account of our transgressions in two ways: at 

one time because we transgressed, on account of which he died, and we 

committed sin, the penalty of which he bore; at another, that he might take away 

our sins by dying, that is, he swept away the penalty for sins by the price of his 

death, leading us into paradise, and through the demonstration of so much 

grace. . . he drew back our souls from the will to sin and kindled the highest love 

of himself.138 

In this remarkable passage Abelard actually appears to endorse the penal substitution 

theory which would later be expounded at greater length by the Protestant Reformers. 

Here Abelard affirms that Christ bore the penalty for our sins, thereby removing the 

penalty from us. This is penal substitution. The moral influence of Christ’s death is 

mentioned in the final clause of the sentence where he says “through the demonstration of 

so much grace. . . he drew back our souls from the will to sin and kindled the highest love 

of himself.” The moral influence of Christ's death is now seen to be just a part of a much 

more comprehensive theory—just as it was for Anselm. Anselm also speaks of the 

influence of Christ’s voluntary suffering. So both of them have the moral influence of 

Christ's death as merely one facet of a broader theory that in Abelard's case, at least, seem 

to include penal substitution as well. 

As one element in a more complex, multifaceted theory, the moral influence theory does 

make a valuable contribution to understanding how the benefits that have been won by 

Christ’s death come to be appropriated. We are moved by Christ's voluntary suffering 

and death to respond to the offer of his love and forgiveness and so come to embrace the 

forgiveness and the salvation that are won by means of his satisfying divine justice. 
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As just a component of a broader theory it seems to me that there is real value in the 

moral influence theory even though as a standalone theory it would be woefully 

inadequate. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Friedrich Schleiermacher is considered, I think, to be maybe one of the authors 

of the view that Christ's death was not necessary to pay for our sins or discharge our 

punishment but instead to convince us humans that God is not really mad at us. Do you 

fit that into this moral influence theory? Is that part of the same idea? 

Dr. Craig: You mean a kind of a continuation of this moral influence theory? 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Craig: It is very interesting you should ask that because when I did my doctoral 

exams in theology under Wolfhart Pannenberg, we had our oral exams. One of the 

questions he asked me was, What was the role of the death of Christ in Schleiermacher's 

theology? And I couldn't think of anything. I said, I don't know. And he said, It plays no 

role whatsoever! For Schleiermacher the death of Christ doesn't have any inherent 

significance in it except, as you say, as this kind of moral influence. So I would see 

Schleiermacher's view as a kind of extension of this broad view that nothing really 

happens at the cross.139 The whole impact of the cross is that it somehow has a subjective 

impact upon us. For Schleiermacher what it did was not augment our love of God, as it 

did for Abelard, but our consciousness of God. For Schleiermacher Christian salvation 

involved coming into a deeper consciousness of God and our dependence upon him 

moment by moment. The death of Christ could play a role in that sense – that we would 

come into a greater God-consciousness. But really, this is so typical of modern theology 

that in getting away from satisfaction theories, whether of Anselm's type or penal 

substitution, there is little left in the atonement except for this sort of moral influence. 

This kind of theory broadly speaking is, I think, extremely widespread today. 

Student: David Wells, who I think was your colleague at Trinity, he taught a class on 

history of the atonement. He seemed to trace this moral influence theory back to 

Schleiermacher. But you take it back to Abelard. 

Dr. Craig: It is normally associated with Abelard because of the passage that I read 

where he talks about how, after rejecting Anselm's view and the ransom view, he 

propounds this view that it kindles our hearts and love to follow him and so become more 

righteous and overcome our sins. But I could see why in modern theology 

Schleiermacher would be an influence upon the modern movement. After all, that would 

 
139 15:00 



have been in the nineteenth century, and we are talking here about twelfth century (much, 

much earlier during the medieval period). 

Student: It seems to me that this is so dangerously close to what a lot of the other cults 

and world religions think about Jesus – that he was just a good, moral example and a 

good man or a good prophet. It is this miscategorization of who the person of Jesus was 

that has led us to this modern idea that there is a good heaven with a good God and good 

people go there and as long as you just try and you send out good feelings on Facebook to 

people that are in trouble that surely at the end the good will outweigh the bad and Jesus 

was a good example. It is the theistic moral – what do you call it? 

Dr. Craig: Oh, therapeutic moral deism! 

Student: Yeah. It seems to me that this was kind of the precursor to all of that. The 

modern idea that most Americans seem to believe now. 

Dr. Craig: I appreciate what you are saying. You pointed out an effective point. Abelard 

may have believed in the deity of Christ, but Schleiermacher did not. You don't need 

Christ to be God on this theory, do you? In order for his death to exert a subjective 

influence on people and kindle love in their hearts there is no need for the deity of Christ 

here. This would be very congenial to modern theologians who want to abandon 

traditional doctrines of Christ's deity and sinlessness and so forth. It does have this vision 

of God of a God without wrath. I remember there was a characterization of liberal 

theology during the nineteen century that said On liberal theology, a God without wrath 

leads men without sin into a heaven without a hell by means of a Christ without a cross. 

That is sort of the way in which this leads because it is purely subjective in its impact. 

Student: That’s exactly what I was just going to say. It dispenses with the uncomfortable 

problem of telling people they are sinners and acknowledging that we are sinners. If all of 

a sudden he is just some sort of a moral example that will lead us to God then it dispenses 

with the guilt and problem of sin and death that we have. 

Dr. Craig: Let's not be unfair. It is a theory about how sin can be overcome. It recognizes 

that we are sinful before God but here is how sin can be overcome by God's awakening in 

our hearts a devotion to him so that we live more righteous lives and come to be 

conformed to his character and so forth. But I think where you are right is what it 

dispenses with is a God of wrath.140 There is on this view no God that needs to be 

propitiated. There is no divine justice that needs to be satisfied and no divine wrath that 

needs to be quelled. The entire obstacle, as I say, lies on man's side of the equation. We 

need to be reconciled to God. God doesn't need to be reconciled to us. That is, as I say, 

become almost axiomatic among contemporary theologians. God doesn't need to be 
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reconciled to us; we just need to be reconciled to him. That is predicated upon this idea 

that divine wrath and justice don't need to be propitiated. 

Student: I really appreciate how you bring up prominent theologians through history. A 

lot of times I haven't heard of them; I'm sure most of us haven't all read about them. I 

found myself wondering about this often about the theologians you discuss – particularly 

about Abelard – what was his contribution? Is he a guy who happened to represent a 

theory that was going out over the time and he happens to be the figurehead that we talk 

about in this? Was he the originator? 

Dr. Craig: I do think it would be fair to say that he was the originator of this moral 

influence theory. He was a figure of considerable controversy during his day. I didn't 

mention this, but one of the persons that bitterly opposed him was Bernard de Clairvaux, 

the great monk. Bernard de Clairvaux denounced Abelard to the Pope and said that his 

views were heretical. It became subject of great controversy during his lifetime. This was 

important, yes. This was not obscure. It caused real controversy in the church because of 

his views. 

Another thing that just came to mind as you were speaking about Schleiermacher. He was 

raised in an orthodox Christian home. There is a very moving letter that he wrote to his 

father when he was a student explaining to his father how he could just no longer believe 

in these traditional doctrines like the atonement and the vicarious suffering of Christ. I 

think in the Wikipedia article on Schleiermacher this letter may be quoted there. I think 

you might be able to find it there. But it is very tragic; it is very sad as you see this young 

man raised in an orthodox home letting go of orthodoxy because of the problems that he 

perceived partly in the doctrine of the atonement. 

Student: Do we still consider him a theologian if he has rejected the doctrine of 

atonement? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. He is called the father of modern theology – Schleiermacher is – because 

he then went on to write a book called The Christian Faith in which he lays out his new 

vision of what the Christian faith really is. Then German theology by the end of the 

nineteenth century had just degenerated into theological liberalism that was described by 

me a moment ago as A God without wrath leading men without sin into a heaven without 

hell by means of a Christ without a cross. That was classical liberal theology and was in a 

sense the legacy of Schleiermacher. If you think this is just among academic theologians, 

this is what then came to dominate in Protestant mainline denominations that up until the 

1950s were culturally dominate in the United States but now are more and more losing 

members. They are in free fall as the mainline denominations are collapsing and 

evangelical Christianity – which has stayed true to biblical faith – is resurgent. 



Student: I was a little confused between the difference of us being reconciled to God and 

God being reconciled to us. Could you explain that a little bit more for me? 

Dr. Craig: It is very interesting when you read the New Testament that nowhere is the 

word “reconciliation” (in the Greek katallasso) used with respect to God. Instead it is 

always used with respect to man – that by Christ’s death we were reconciled to him. 

Although this is an argument from silence, the fact that it never says “God is reconciled 

to us” has led many, many modern theologians to say that God doesn’t need to be 

reconciled to us.141 He has his arms out; he is a welcoming God. All we have to do is 

come to him. And so the purpose of the atonement is to overcome our hostility to God. 

Whereas on traditional atonement theories even if you don’t call it reconciliation God’s 

wrath is upon the unbeliever. The first three chapters of the book of Romans are all about 

how God’s wrath is upon Jew and Gentile alike because of their sin, and it is through 

Christ that this wrath is propitiated and taken away. Even if the New Testament doesn’t 

use the word “reconcile” with respect to God, the concept is there in that the death of 

Christ propitiates God – it satisfies his justice, it removes his wrath. So I think the 

concept of reconciliation is there if not the word. 

Student: These things seem all fragmented in emphasizing a particular quality of Christ’s 

work, but I think they are more inclusive. For example, talking about what we were just 

mentioning, if you seek reconciliation you are seeking to remove the wrath of God and 

you are taking this path that you want to be reconciled. It is part of repentance and 

changing your mind. I see these as multiple facets of Christ’s atoning work rather than 

exclusive one to the other. 

Dr. Craig: You are absolutely correct about this. I’ve become convinced of this more and 

more. At one time I had nothing but disdain for the moral influence theory. But as I’ve 

said and as you indicate, as a facet of a broader, richer theory this is a vital part of, I 

think, a full-blooded atonement theory about how Christ’s death moves our hearts to 

repentance and faith so that we appropriate the benefits of what he did. If this just, say, 

happened in secret (Christ was slain by God in a cave somewhere and no one ever 

reported it, saw it, or knew about it), all of that moral influence of his death would be 

lost. What a powerful influence that has been historically upon mankind – not only 

people coming to Christ but Christians enduring terrible suffering even unto death 

inspired by his example. So this theory as a facet of a broader theory does have a role to 

play. 

Student: Just a few thoughts. The Old Testament also says that God did not have to be 

reconciled. We need to be reconciled to him. In Ezekiel it says if the guy who is doing 

wrong will stop doing wrong he’ll live. We have a conscience. So we keep bringing that 
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back up and condemning ourselves. In the Fall, the New Testament says man darkened 

his mind. In the Old Testament the word shalom is be made whole. God gives us a 

picture of what happened when God walk covenant with Abraham. The concept of the 

walking covenant is you split the animals in two and you walk between them in your 

pledge. If any party was to break that pledge they would be split in two like those animals 

were split in two. We break the pledge, our concept of God splits in two. So now we no 

longer know God. In fact, that is why we darken our mind – to escape the self-

condemnation. When God said if we sin we will die; he didn’t say I’ll kill you, but he 

said, You will die. And we did die spiritually. What Christ did is he showed us the level it 

requires a new life which we all know. Anybody that hangs on the tree – even the tree of 

life – is cursed. Right? So you need a new hope in you – remember? 1 Peter says we are 

born again of a lively hope. So he died to give us a new hope that is not anything we can 

do. It is in what he did for us. If you can be content with that, you have that new hope and 

the sting of death of not doing your own will – because what is death but your life and 

your wills and your desires. So you are now able to live God’s true will with peace, even 

in the midst of trouble. 

Dr. Craig: OK, can you wrap it up here? 

Student: Well, remember we don’t know ourselves as we are truly known by him but as 

you overcome you do. 

Dr. Craig: All right.142 What I would want to respond to is to say look again at our 

survey of the biblical data involving the Old Testament sacrifices. I think it is very 

evident in those Levitical sacrifices that God provided a means of propitiation. Those 

sacrifices were given by God so that his wrath and justice would be propitiated by the 

animal sacrifices. So I think that the death of Christ is foreshadowed in those sacrifices 

and shows that it is not just we who need reconciliation to God, but that God also needs 

to be propitiated in order for us to come to him. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me move on to the penal substitutionary theory of the Protestant Reformers. 

The Protestant Reformers, while appreciative of Anselm’s satisfaction theory and 

recognizing Christ’s death as satisfying divine justice, interpreted the satisfaction of 

God’s justice not in terms of compensation (as Anselm did) but in terms of punishment. 

That is to say, Christ voluntarily bore the suffering which was due to us as the 

punishment for our sins. Therefore there is no longer any punishment due to those who 

are the beneficiaries of Christ’s death. God’s wrath is propitiated on this view by Christ’s 

substitutionary death because the demands of God’s justice have been met. 
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More than that, according to the Protestant Reformers, our sins have been imputed to 

Christ, and so our sin is expiated by Christ’s substitutionary death. So God’s wrath is 

propitiated by the death of Christ, and our sin is expiated by the death of Christ because 

his substitutionary punishment removed from us the punishment due to us for our sins. 

On the view of the Reformers, the imputation of our sins to Christ is purely a legal 

transaction. Christ in himself remained morally pure – a paradigm of love and 

selflessness and courage and so forth. But legally our sin was imputed to Christ’s 

account. Although this imputation of our sins to Christ was purely a forensic or legal 

matter, Protestant Reformers such as Martin Luther could speak of it in very colorful 

terms. In his commentary on the book of Galatians, this is what Luther writes:   

Being the unspotted Lamb of God, Christ was personally innocent. But because 

He took the sins of the world His sinlessness was defiled with the sinfulness of 

the world. Whatever sins I, you, all of us have committed or shall commit, they 

are Christ’s sins as if He had committed them Himself. Our sins have to be 

Christ’s sins or we shall perish forever. . . .  Our merciful Father in heaven . . . 

therefore sent His only Son into the world and said to Him: ‘You are now Peter, 

the liar; Paul, the persecutor; David, the adulterer; Adam, the disobedient; the 

thief on the cross. You, My Son, must pay the world’s iniquity.’ The Law growls: 

‘All right. If Your Son is taking the sin of the world, I see no sins anywhere else 

but in Him. He shall die on the Cross.’ And the Law kills Christ. But we go 

free.143 

Moreover, Luther thought just as our sins are imputed to Christ, his righteousness in turn 

is imputed to us through faith in him. Luther writes, “Believe in Christ and your sins will 

be pardoned. His righteousness will become your righteousness, and your sins will 

become His sins.”144  

So in Luther’s view at the cross there is this marvelous transaction that takes place.145 

Our sins are legally imputed to Christ, his righteousness in turn is legally imputed to us. 

He suffers the punishment due to us for our sins thereby freeing us from punishment and 

leaving us with the imputed righteousness of Christ whereby we are justified and counted 

as righteous in God’s sight. 

Having sketched the Reformer’s view of the penal substitution theory I want to say 

something more about it next week by looking at one of the greatest of the post-
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Reformation theologians, the French-Swiss theologian Francis Turretin who developed 

the penal substitution theory in considerable sophistication. 

So the next time we’ll meet we will look at Turretin’s development of the penal 

substitution theory.146 
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Lecture 17: The Penal Substitution Theory 

Last time we introduced the penal substitution theory of the atonement of the Protestant 

Reformers. Today we want to continue to look at this theory in greater depth. 

One of the greatest of the post-Reformation theologians was the French-Swiss theologian 

Francis Turretin who wrote a large three-volume work called Institutes of Elenctic 

Theology. If you are like me, you’ve never heard of the word “elenctic” before. What in 

the world is “elenctic theology?” Elenctic theology is theology that is developed in 

conversation with one’s opponents. Turretin’s work is of great value because he develops 

his theology in conversation with those who oppose it, and in particular with regard to the 

doctrine of the atonement, he is responding to the work of the sixteenth century Unitarian 

theologian Faustus Socinus. Socinus wrote a withering critique of the Reformer’s 

doctrine of penal substitution that is remarkably relevant even today. The movement of 

Socinianism that stemmed from Faustus Socinus continues to exert influence even today 

among theologians who find his objections to penal substitution often to be 

unanswerable. But Turretin in his Institutes of Elenctic Theology sought to respond to 

Socinus and other opposing points of view. He treats the doctrine of the atonement in 

topic number 14, questions 10 to 14. We want to look more closely at what he has to say 

on that score. 

Turretin’s doctrine of the atonement is founded upon his theory of justice which is crucial 

because this is where he departs from Socinus. Turretin holds that retributive justice (or 

what he called punitive justice) is essential to God’s nature. He says there are two 

principal virtues in God: justice and goodness. Goodness, he says, “is that by which he 

[God] is conceived as the supreme good and the giver of all good.” So God is supremely 

good and determines what is good. Everything is based upon his nature. But justice, he 

says, is “that by which God is in himself holy and just and has the constant will of giving 

to each his due.” On Turretin’s view justice is what modern philosophers would call 

retributive justice. Justice gives to every person what he deserves. That is retributive 

justice. If a person deserves punishment then it is essential to God to punish that person’s 

sin and to mete out punitive justice. 

Turretin acknowledges that there is a diversity of opinion among Christian theologians 

with respect to whether or not God has to exercise punitive justice. You will remember 

we saw that most of the church fathers did not think that God had to exercise punitive 

justice – that he could have just forgiven everyone’s sins had he chosen to do so but, in 

fact, he chose instead to achieve atonement through the sacrifice of Christ. But in 

response to Socinus’ attacks upon the doctrine of penal substitution, Protestant 

theologians increasingly turned to the view that, in fact, the satisfaction of divine justice 

is essential to the remission of sins. God could not have simply chosen to forgive sins 



without satisfying his essential justice. Therefore punitive justice is necessary for the 

remission of sins. This is Turretin’s view as well. 

He offers four arguments or considerations in favor of the view that God must exercise 

punitive justice in order to remit sins. 

1. Scripture teaches that God detests sin and is a just judge. Sin is not just something that 

God doesn’t want to put up with; he hates it. So Turretin takes this to represent the very 

character and nature of God that he is opposed to and detests sin. 

2. Conscience and the universal consent of mankind testify to the necessity of the 

punishment of evil. I think what Turretin is appealing to here is the very widespread 

opinion that justice is retributive in nature – the guilty deserve punishment and evil 

should be punished. The guilty should get their just desserts. Certainly this point is true 

with respect to 21st century philosophical thinking about the nature of justice and legal 

theory. It is very true that the widespread view today is that evil does deserve 

punishment. 

3. If sins could be put away simply by God’s will, then it is not true (as the Scriptures 

say) that it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sin. Remember in 

the book of Hebrews the author speaking of these Old Testament sacrifices says it is 

impossible that the blood of bulls and goats should take away sin. Well, if justice is not 

essential to God’s nature that statement is not true. God could have willed that through 

these animal sacrifices he would remit people’s sins. He didn’t need any sacrifices indeed 

in order to remit people’s sins. Yet the Scriptures says it is impossible for these animal 

sacrifices to take away sins which suggests that it is impossible for God not to punish sin. 

4. Apart from the necessity of the satisfaction of divine justice no lawful reason could be 

given for God’s subjecting his Son to such an accursed and cruel death. What else could 

justify God’s allowing his Son to suffer so horrible and accursed a death as the one Christ 

suffered if it weren’t necessary for the satisfaction of divine justice. On Turretin’s view 

retributive justice broadly conceived is essential to the very nature of God. 

So when  he turns to the doctrine of the atonement, Turretin provides a very interesting 

analysis of sin. He says that sin can be thought of in three ways. 

1. It can be thought of as a debt which we owe to God. This is a debt of divine justice that 

we owe to God. We are in debt to him by owing him the fulfillment of our moral 

obligations which we have not fulfilled, and therefore we find ourselves in debt to God 

and to his justice. This was essentially Anselm’s point, you will remember, that we owe 

to God this debt of honor which we cannot pay. 

2. Sin could also be viewed as a kind of mutual enmity between us and God. Notice that 

for Turretin this is a mutual enmity. It is not just that we are opposed to God but that he is 



opposed to us. There is on God’s side his divine wrath upon sin that needs to be 

appeased. There is on our side our sinful rebellion against God. So for Turretin this 

enmity is not simply on the human side; it is a mutual enmity that exists between sinners 

and God. 

3. Sin can be regarded as a crime which we have committed and which carries with it the 

punishment of eternal death. So we find ourselves criminally liable before the supreme 

judge and ruler of the world. 

So satisfaction for sin must therefore involve payment of the debt, an appeasement or 

propitiation of the enmity to achieve reconciliation, and punishment for the crime. This 

multifaceted character of satisfaction is important because the right to punish is not 

merely the private right of a creditor. Although sins are often compared to debts that we 

owe to God, God is not just a creditor. The right to punish belongs to God as judge and 

ruler. Sins are not just debts. They are also crimes which cannot remain unpunished 

without prejudice to the laws. 

So with respect to our sin, God can also be considered under these same three categories. 

With respect to our debt, God is the creditor to whom our debt is owed. With respect to 

the enmity, God is the offended party. Finally, with respect to the crime, God is the 

supreme judge. So with respect to these three categories, insofar as sin is a debt, God is 

the creditor; insofar as we are in enmity with God, God is the offended party in the 

dispute; insofar as sin is a crime, God is the judge who condemns that crime. 

Turretin believes that the “capital error” that Socinus made was neglecting this third role. 

Sin is a crime and God is the judge. Socinus thinks of God only in terms of a creditor and 

an offended party in a personal dispute, and therefore sees no necessity for punishment of 

sin and for the satisfaction of divine justice. I must say that this error on Socinus’ part is 

one that is repeated almost universally today among Christian philosophers writing on the 

atonement. The analogy of owing money to a creditor is ubiquitous. It is everywhere used 

as an illustration. Or the notion that we need to be reconciled to God – illustrations are 

often given of two persons who have a personal dispute with each other and how can 

reconciliation between them be achieved. But the notion of sin as a criminal offense 

which merits and deserves punishment and God in his official capacity as the moral judge 

of the universe is overlooked and neglected today. Turretin says this is the central error 

that Socinians commit – they neglect this third role. 

Turretin writes God “has the claims not only of a creditor or Lord (which he can assert or 

remit at pleasure), but also the right of government and of punishment (which is natural 

and indispensable).” So Turretin recognizes that insofar as you think of God as a mere 

creditor or an offended lord, he can assert or remit at pleasure sin. But with respect to the 

third category – sin as crime – God as the moral governor of the universe and as the 



supreme and righteous judge cannot just overlook it. It must be punished. He says, “God 

can relax his right, but not absolutely. He can do it only insofar as his justice will allow 

(to wit, he cannot act unjustly.)”  

Christ as the provision for our sin on God’s part plays a three-fold role as well in dealing 

with sin. Insofar as sin is a debt we owe to God, Christ is our surety. That is to say, he is 

the one who pays the debt for us. We can’t pay it, but Christ makes good on our 

obligations. He serves as the surety for our debt. With respect to sin as mutual enmity, 

Christ is the mediator between God and man removing the enmity between us and God. 

Insofar as sin is thought of as a crime, Christ is the priest and victim who, by his 

sacrificial death, pays the punishment or penalty due for our crimes. So Christ achieves 

reconciliation with God by being a surety who pays our debt, by being a mediator who 

takes away the enmity between us and God and reconciles us to God, and as a priest and 

a victim who substitutes himself in our place and bears the punishment that we were due 

as a result of our crimes. 

Turretin asks the question: under what conditions can such a substitution of an innocent 

person for a guilty person be made? Normally we don’t think that you can just grab some 

innocent person and punish him instead of the criminal and thereby satisfy justice. Under 

what conditions can there by a substitution of an innocent party for the guilty and this can 

be done lawfully? Turretin gives five necessary conditions for doing this. 

1. There must be a common nature belonging to the sinner and the substitute so that sin 

may be punished in the same nature which is guilty. I think he means to exclude here the 

animal sacrifices of the Old Testament. The animals obviously don’t share the same 

human nature with us. So he is saying that in order for someone to substitute for us it 

must be another human being. It cannot be a mere animal or a financial payment. 

2. The free consent of the substitute is required. You cannot just snatch somebody off the 

street and punish him instead of the guilty party. Rather, this must be a volunteer – 

someone who comes forward and volunteers to serve as a substitute. Again one is 

thinking here of Christ’s voluntarily embracing the crucifixion. Think of his prayer in 

Gethsemane – let this cup pass from me, but nevertheless not my will by thine be done. 

He voluntarily takes on this suffering. 

3. The substitute must have power over his own life so that he may rightfully determine 

what is done with it. He is not under obligation to do this. He has power to lay down his 

life or not to lay down his life as a substitute. 

4. The substitute has to have the power to bear all of the punishment which is due to us 

and take it away. I think he would argue here that this would require, as Anselm says, a 

God-man. Otherwise no one could take away all of the punishment that is due to us. 



5. The substitute must be sinless so that he doesn’t have to offer satisfaction for himself 

as well as others. He needs to owe nothing to God himself to deserve no punishment 

himself so that he can give himself as a sacrifice and substitute for those on whose behalf 

he dies. 

Those are the necessary conditions for penal substitution: (1) a common nature of sinner 

and substitute, (2) the free consent of the substitute, (3) the substitute has power over his 

life to determine what is done with it, (4) the substitute has the power to bear all of the 

punishment that is due to us and to take it away, and finally (5) the substitute must be 

sinless. Turretin says these five conditions when taken together are jointly sufficient for 

penal substitution. Since Christ obviously fulfilled all of these conditions, it was not 

unjust for Christ to substitute himself in our place. Turretin writes, “For thus no injury is 

done to anyone,” not to Christ himself, nor to God, nor to the sinner, nor to the law, nor 

to the government of the universe. Therefore, this voluntary substitution on Christ’s part 

was entirely consistent with God’s justice. 

Against Socinus’ objection to Christ’s substitutionary atonement paying the penalty for 

our sin, Turretin recognizes that while Christ’s punishment was not infinite as to duration 

(he did not suffer eternal damnation as we shall in hell if we reject God’s grace), 

nevertheless he says Christ’s suffering was equivalent to eternal damnation on account of 

the infinite dignity of the person who was suffering. Christ not only suffered a violent and 

bitter death on the cross but more fundamentally, Turretin says, he was forsaken by God 

the Father by withdrawing from Christ the beatific vision – that is to say, the vision of 

God in all his majesty and goodness. The Father withdrew from Christ the beatific vision 

and he suspended the joy and comfort and sense and fruition of full felicity. In other 

words, that intimate fellowship with God that the second person of the Trinity had known 

from all eternity was ruptured and removed from Christ. He says the law required no less 

than this to answer to the demands of justice. Although a death of infinite value was due 

for every individual sinner, the dignity of an infinite person, he says, swallows up and 

absorbs all of the infinities of punishment which are due to us. Even though you and you 

and me each deserved an infinite duration of punishment for our sins, in view of the 

infinite dignity of Christ’s person that infinity swallows up all of those other infinities 

and pays for them adequately. He says we cannot doubt the infinite value of Christ’s 

satisfaction, for although his human nature was finite, the satisfaction he gave was 

infinite because it is relative to the person who is the efficient cause and to whom the 

obedience and suffering are to be attributed. Do you see his point? He says, yes, Christ 

had only a finite human nature – a nature like ours. But his person was divine. Think of 

our study of the person of Christ in this class. The person of Christ is not a human person. 

It is a divine person – the second person of the Trinity. He says it is the person who 

makes satisfaction for sin because it is the person who is the efficient cause – who causes 



this satisfaction to be made – and to whom the obedience and suffering are attributed. It 

is the person who suffered, and it is the person who perfectly obeyed the demands of the 

law so as to achieve the righteousness that can be credited to us. In every case it is not the 

finite human nature that is the source of the satisfaction of divine justice; it is the person 

of Christ which has infinite value and dignity because he is God himself – the second 

person of the Trinity. Although Christ did not suffer for infinite duration, his suffering 

was of infinite value and therefore easily enough to pay for all the punishment that all of 

us deserved for eternity. 

On Turretin’s view Christ did not merely suffer the punishment due for our sins. So far 

that is what we’ve emphasized. He was the substitute who bore the punishment that we 

deserved for our sins. But it wasn’t simply that he bore that suffering. Rather, our sins 

were imputed to Christ rather than to us. In turn Christ’s righteousness was imputed, or 

credited, to us. Justification, says Turretin, consists in the imputation of righteousness. He 

says this is not just a righteousness of innocence but it is a righteousness of perseverance. 

That is to say, when Christ removes your sin, you become innocent. But that is not all he 

does. His righteousness then is also imputed to you so that you are credited with his 

righteousness. Turretin calls this a righteousness of perseverance. This is the 

righteousness that will carry you on into eternal life. You are not simply innocent (not 

just forgiven of your sins), you are positively credited with the righteousness of Christ 

which enables you to persevere. The remission of sins brings the righteousness of 

innocence because it takes away the guilt of sins. When your sins are forgiven and your 

guilt removed you are innocent. You have a righteousness of innocence. But that doesn’t 

in itself supply you with the righteousness of perseverance. The righteousness of 

perseverance is one by the lifelong obedience of Christ whereby he completely fulfilled 

the demands of the law. In the same way that the sins that we committed in violation of 

the law were imputed to Christ, so the righteous actions by which he completely fulfilled 

the law are imputed to us. There is a kind of mirror image here. Our violations of the law 

– our sins – are imputed to Christ’s account, whereas his righteousness by which he 

fulfilled the law throughout his entire life is credited to us. Justification, for Turretin, is a 

lot more than just the death of Christ. It involves his entire life whereby he fulfilled the 

demands of the law and won that righteousness which is then credited to us. 

Lest you misunderstand, Turretin emphasizes that imputation is a purely forensic notion. 

That is to say, it is a purely legal transaction. It is a sort of bookkeeping device whereby 

our sins are credited to Christ’s account and his righteousness is credited to our account. 

In neither case does it involve an infusion of the quality into the person involved. Our 

sins are not infused into Christ so that he becomes a wicked, selfish, lustful, murderous, 

cruel, unkind person. Not at all. Similarly, Christ’s righteousness being credited or 

imputed to us doesn’t mean that we suddenly become perfect people, righteous, good, 



perfectly loving, and sinless. Not at all. Turretin does think that the righteousness of 

Christ is infused to us but this is not part of justification. This is what Protestant 

theologians called sanctification. The infusion of Christ’s righteousness into us is a 

lifelong process whereby the Holy Spirit gradually remakes our character as we walk in 

the Spirit so that we become more and more conformed to the image of Christ. But that is 

sanctification; that is not justification. The infusion of Christ’s righteousness is not part of 

justification. That is simply imputation. So Turretin writes, 

For the righteousness of Christ alone imputed to us is the foundation and 

meritorious cause upon which our absolutary sentence rests, so that for no other 

reason does God bestow the pardon of sin and the right to life than on account of 

the most perfect righteousness of Christ imputed to us and apprehended by faith. 

On Turretin’s view, Christ’s righteousness is legally imputed to us. That allows God to 

absolve us from our sins, to forgive us of our sins, and to credit to our account that 

perfect righteousness that Christ won by fulfilling the law. Similarly, Christ was made sin 

for us, not subjectively or inherently (since Christ knew no sin), but imputatively because 

God imputed to Christ our sins. This legal transaction between Christ and us is the basis 

for our justification which gives us the forgiveness or absolution of sin and then this right 

to life or the righteousness to perseverance. 

I think you can see with what incredible sophistication and thinking this man developed 

the Reformer’s doctrine of the atonement. It is a very impressive achievement. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am really glad you spoke to how Christ’s payment can actually be equal to our 

debt because that was a question that I’ve had for years and never really been able to 

come to a good answer. The thing that I still have a question about would be what was 

the significance of the duration and what was happening during that time with Christ? 

Was he in a sort of hell? 

Dr. Craig: What you are asking about is that intermediate state between Christ’s death 

and resurrection. We know almost nothing about that. There is this very peculiar verse in 

1 Peter that says that between his death and resurrection Christ went and preached to the 

spirits that are in prison who formerly did not obey during the days of Noah. What this 

seems to suggest is that Christ in this intermediate disembodied state between his death 

and resurrection went and proclaimed his victory to these condemned persons and 

proclaimed the success of what he had done. This leads Protestant theologians to think 

that the exaltation of Christ does not begin with his resurrection. It begins already with 

his burial. The state of humiliation which begins with the virginal conception endures 

until the death of Christ. Then with his death and payment of sin – that temporarily 

ruptured fellowship with God – then begins the exaltation of Christ with the descent into 



hell and the proclamation of his victory and then his resurrection and ascension into 

heaven. Beyond that it is hard to be able to say more because we just don’t have any 

information. 

Student: Can we say that this proclamation to those spirits – do we put it in the category 

of Ephesians 3 of him triumphing over it? Or is it him more like giving people a chance 

who didn’t have . . . 

Dr. Craig: I think of it in terms of the former. I don’t think that there is anything in 

Scripture that would suggest that people are given another chance after death. We would 

maybe like to think that, but the book of Hebrews says it is appointed unto man to die 

once and after that comes judgment. There is nothing in Scripture to suggest that this is a 

second chance for these folks. Rather it seems to be what you mention from Ephesians 3 

that this is Christ’s proclamation of his great victory over death and hell and the devil, 

which is emphasized by the ransom theory. I think a full-blown theory of the atonement 

would want to include that. 

Student: Under this view did Christ pay for the sins of all humans past, present, and 

future therefore salvation is a free gift awaiting just to be taken? Or did he only pay for 

the sins of those he knew would accept it? 

Dr. Craig: This is a dividing issue among Protestant theologians. Turretin was a 

Calvinist. He was a Reformed theologian. So he has a long discussion of whom it was for 

whom Christ died. His view is that Christ only died for the elect. He did not, in fact, die 

for the sins of the world. Otherwise everyone would be saved. He only died for those 

whom God had predestined to glory. Turretin’s view is limited atonement. But I am 

trying to avoid that issue as a kind of side track and to focus on the central point of penal 

substitution. 

Student: Technically you can still believe that Christ only died for the sins of those who 

he knew would one day accept him without going the Calvinist route though. 

Dr. Craig: Right, I do believe that this would be a Molinist alternative. Christ knew who 

would freely embrace his offer of forgiveness, and so died for them. But if anybody were 

to freely embrace Christ then Christ would have died for him as well. That would be a 

different view of limited atonement that would be compatible with human freedom. 

END DISCUSSION 

I’d love to take more questions now but we are out of time. Hang on to them for next 

week, and we will continue our discussion at that time.147 
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Lecture 18: Definition of Punishment 

We’ve completed our survey of the biblical data concerning Christ’s atonement as well as 

a brief synopsis of certain great figures in the history of the church with respect to their 

thinking on the atonement. Today we want to now reflect on this doctrine and explore 

what options are open to a biblically faithful atonement theorist. 

I want to reiterate what I said earlier that any atonement theory, however appealing or 

attractive it might appear to you, which does not do justice to the biblical data just is not 

an acceptable atonement theory. While I am not going to defend a specific atonement 

theory, I do think that any adequate theory of the atonement must incorporate the 

following elements. 

The first and foremost of these is penal substitution. An essential, and I think, central 

element of any biblically adequate atonement theory is penal substitution. Penal 

substitution in a theological context can be defined as the doctrine that God inflicted upon 

Christ the suffering which we deserved as the punishment for our sins, as a result of 

which we no longer deserve punishment. Notice that that explication leaves open the 

question of whether God punished Christ for our sins. Some defenders of penal 

substitution recoil at the idea that God punished His beloved Son. But notice that the 

explication that I’ve given allows that Christ was not punished but that rather he endured 

the suffering which would have been our punishment had it been inflicted upon us. So 

God did not technically punish Christ for our sins, but he afflicted him with the suffering 

which we deserved as the punishment for our sins. I don’t think we want to exclude 

simply by definition such an account from being a penal substitutionary theory because 

on such an account Christ does suffer as our substitute and he does bear what would have 

been our punishment as a result of which we are released from punishment. My 

explication does allow you, if you want to hold this, that God did, in fact, punish Christ 

for our sins. So it is consistent with saying that God punished Christ for our sins, but it 

doesn’t require it. One can simply say that Christ endured the suffering which would 

have been our punishment had it been inflicted upon us. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: The whole concept of punishment in my mind revolves around justice. We did 

the crime, we gotta do the time. If he took it for us, that is a blessing for us, but we still 

deserve it. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. That’s right. Penal substitution theorists would agree with that. 

Student: I guess I don’t understand the distinction because if he truly was punished then 

he would have been cut off and without hope like we are. Was he that way? 



Dr. Craig: Penal substitution theorists wouldn’t agree with that. They would say that he 

endured the punishment which was our just desert, but God raised him from the dead and 

he, having paid that penalty or punishment, cannot be held any longer and is risen and 

ascended into heaven.148 That is a different question that I suppose the person who says 

that God punished Christ for our sins would have to deal with whereas the person who 

affirms this weaker or more modest version wouldn’t have to deal with that question. 

END DISCUSSION 

I think any atonement theory which hopes to account adequately for the biblical data has 

to include penal substitution. There is no way to account for the biblical data from Isaiah 

53 and the employment of that chapter in the New Testament without penal substitution. 

Moreover, if penal substitution is true it can’t just be a peripheral or subsidiary element of 

your atonement theory because it is foundational for so many other aspects of the 

atonement such as the satisfaction of divine justice, our redemption from sin, even the 

moral influence of Christ’s example. So a composite or multifaceted atonement theory is 

going to need to include penal substitution at its center. 

Since the time of Socinus, however, the doctrine of penal substitution has faced 

formidable, and some would say insuperable, philosophical challenges. In discussing 

these challenges, my aim is not to provide a single solution to them. I want to explore 

with you various options which are open to the Christian thinker. A discussion of these 

challenges is going to take us into very lively debates in the philosophy of law, 

particularly with respect to the theory of punishment. Unfortunately, most theologians 

today, and in fact most Christian philosophers, have very little familiarity with this field 

of philosophy and with these debates. The doctrine of penal substitution is almost 

invariably dismissed by its critics today with a single paragraph, or maybe even a single 

sentence, to the effect that it would be unjust of God to punish an innocent person for 

somebody else’s sins, full stop, end of discussion. I think we’ve got to go much deeper 

than that. 

One’s theory of punishment is going to include both a definition of punishment and a 

justification of punishment. A definition of punishment will enable us to determine what 

counts as punishment. A justification of punishment will help us to determine whether a 

punitive action is permitted or even required, depending on your theory. Both of these 

elements of a theory of punishment are relevant to penal substitution. 

I want to issue a word of caution, however, before we look at this in more detail. The 

type of punishment discussed by legal theorists and philosophers of law is almost 

invariably legal punishment within the criminal justice system. While this can be very 
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analogous to divine justice, human systems of justice also have features which are 

significantly disanalogous to divine justice. To give just an obvious example, the state 

may be forced not to administer justice to some person because of a lack of prison space 

due to overcrowding or lack of funds. Obviously, these kinds of limitations would not 

affect the administration of divine justice. So human justice and divine justice will not 

always be tightly parallel. Nevertheless legal theorists and philosophers of law have 

poured an enormous amount of thought into the theory of punishment, so I think there is 

a great deal to be learned from them.149 But we always need to keep in mind that their 

theories of punishment are not directly transferable to all forms of punishment, especially 

divine punishment. 

We want to begin by talking about the definition of punishment. Punishment involves, 

first of all, harsh treatment of someone, as is obvious from typical cases of punishment.  

But “harsh treatment” is not sufficient for something to be punishment, however. As even 

Socinus recognized, God could afflict a person with suffering and that wouldn’t 

necessarily be punishment on that person. So what transforms harsh treatment into 

punishment? This where the debate begins. I want to look at the alleged incoherence of 

penal substitution. 

In fact, there is no consensus among legal theorists as to what are the sufficient 

conditions for harsh treatment to count as punishment. But I want to consider some of the 

necessary conditions for punishment according to a standard philosophical encyclopedia. 

This is from the article on retributive justice in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

– the article “Retributive Justice.” This is what the author says, “For an act to count as 

punishment, it must have four elements.” So here are four necessary conditions for an act 

to be punishment. “First, it must impose some sort of cost or hardship on . . . the person 

being punished.” That is the harsh treatment. “Second, the punisher must do so 

intentionally, not as an accident, and not as a side-effect of pursuing some other end.” If 

you were to accidentally run over somebody in your car, you would treat him harshly but 

that wouldn’t be punishment. “Third, the hardship or loss must be imposed in response to 

what is believed to be a wrongful act or omission.” The person has done something 

wrong or omitted some action that he ought to have done, and therefore the hardship is 

being imposed in response to this wrongful act or omission. “Fourth, the hardship or loss 

must be imposed, at least in part, as a way of sending a message of condemnation or 

censure for what is believed to be a wrongful act or omission.” There is a sort of stigma 

attached to punishment that carries a connotation of condemnation or censure for this 

wrongful act or omission. 
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This is a version of what is called an expressivist theory of punishment. This has been 

made popular by the legal theorist, Joel Feinberg. According to this theory of 

punishment, harsh treatment imposed upon someone must express condemnation or 

censure in order to count as punishment. That is why it is called expressivism. This harsh 

treatment is an expression of condemnation or censure. Some critics of penal substitution 

have claimed that given an expressivist theory of punishment, God could not have 

punished Christ for our sins. God could not condemn or censure Christ because Christ 

was sinless. Since he was utterly innocent (had done nothing wrong) he could not be 

condemned or censured by God. Notice that the objection here is not that it would be 

immoral or unjust for God to punish Christ for other people’s wrongs. No, the objection 

is that any harsh treatment that God might impose upon Christ – any suffering that he 

might afflict him with – would not count as punishment because it wouldn’t express 

condemnation or censure.150 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: So, I am confused.  The condemnation is of the act? 

Dr. Craig: Ah! This is a very good question. You are really thinking! I admire your 

subtlety. Let me read again that fourth condition from the article on retributive justice. 

“The hardship or loss must be imposed, at least in part, as a way of sending a message of 

condemnation or censure for what is believed to be a wrongful act or omission.” That 

definition did not say that the condemnation or censure had to be directed toward the 

person punished. We are going to pick up on that omission or that lacuna in our response. 

You are quite right in noticing that. Expressivism, as it is typically stated (as I’ve always 

seen it stated in fact; I’ve never seen an exception to this), it never says that the 

condemnation or censure needs to be directed toward the person punished. We will say 

more about that later. Good question. 

Student: Is there anything in the objective of punishment that would lead us to understand 

better its definition? Is the objective to rehabilitate someone? Or is the objective to keep 

others from doing it? 

Dr. Craig: I wasn’t going to go into that, but you are quite right in drawing our attention 

to that. Your theory of punishment is going to derive from your theory of justice. What 

you think punishment is for will be based upon your theories of justice. There are 

typically two broad competing theories of justice. One is called retributivism, and the 

other is called consequentialism. Retributivism says that justice gives the offender what 

he deserves. Punishment is the just desert of the guilty. The guilty deserve punishment. 

That is the justification for punishment. It is giving the offender what he has earned – he 
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deserves to be punished. Consequentialism says that the reason you punish the offender is 

for the benefits or consequences that can ensue from punishment. For example, to 

sequester dangerous criminals from society where they can’t harm people. You lock them 

away. Or the reformation of the criminal – to help him to become a better person and turn 

over a new leaf, you punish him for his personal reformation. Or a third consequence 

could be for deterrence. When people see how these criminals are punished, this will 

hopefully deter them from committing similar crimes. So you can see that 

consequentialism is very different from retributivism with regard to justice and your 

theory of punishment. 

During the first half or three-quarters of the twentieth century, the dominant view among 

legal theorists, as a result of the influence of psychologists and social scientists, was 

consequentialism. And it was a disaster for our prison system. In fact, deterrence doesn’t 

work, it doesn’t reform the criminal to lock them away in prison. Very often they become 

worse. The whole idea of consequentialism has been exposed as really fraudulent. In fact, 

it resulted in terrible abuses. One writer that I read pointed out that as a result of this 

theory, women received longer prison sentences than men for the same crimes.151 The 

rationale was that women were thought to be more reformable than men, and therefore 

you punish them more because the purpose is to reform them and help them to become 

better. As a result, women were given more severe prison sentences than men out of this 

misplaced motivation of trying to help them reform. So there has been a sea change in 

recent decades concerning theories of justice where these consequentialist theories have 

really receded and retributivist theories would be the standard way in which justice is 

understood. The fundamental reason you punish the guilty is because this is what they 

deserve. It is their just desert. 

This is a very welcomed development, I think, for the Christian theist because it seems 

very clear, to me at least, that biblically-speaking God’s justice is retributive. The reason 

I say that is because God’s justice is eschatological – he waits until the end of time (the 

end of human history) to finally administer justice. Until then he lets the tares grow with 

the wheat. But then ultimately there will be final judgment in which people get their just 

deserts. It is hard to see how that could have any sort of consequentialist motivation. The 

people in hell aren’t going to be reformed or bettered. There is no deterrence factor at that 

point. It seems that the nature of divine justice is retributive. The Scriptures say over and 

over again that the guilty deserve punishment by God. Paul says in Romans 1:32, Though 

they know that those who do such things deserve to die, they not only approve them but 

practice them themselves. That is a statement of retributive justice. Those who do such 

things deserve to die. So this change in legal theory has been, I think, a very welcomed 
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development from the standpoint of the Christian theologian given that the biblical view 

of divine justice, I think, is fundamentally retributive. 

Student: Could you expound on consequentialism as a form of justification? 

Dr. Craig: The idea would be – and this is a justification for punishment – the reason 

punishment is justified is because, for example, you’ve got to isolate these rapists and 

thieves and murderers or they might hurt other people. So for the sake of society you 

incarcerate them and put them in prison. That is a consequence. It is not that they deserve 

to be in prison. It is not that they deserve this punishment. You just put them away there 

to isolate them from hurting more people. Do you see that? 

Student: I guess my confusion is . . . when I think of justice I do ultimately think of 

retribution. It just seems weird to think . . . 

Dr. Craig: That is not the consequentialist view. The consequentialist view is that these 

people are to be punished, for example, because it isolates dangerous criminals or, as I 

mentioned, it is for his own benefit. You are going to reform him. The benevolent state is 

going to do these things to help him become a better person. Or, as I say, to deter crime. 

Those are all consequentialist reasons for why the state should punish people. As I think 

you can see, those don’t seem to apply very well to divine punishment. 

Student: It is interesting you mention that because I was thinking how I hear a lot of 

atheists lately will object to the doctrine of hell and substitutionary atonement by 

attacking retributive justice because they tend to be very consequentialist in their thinking 

about punishment. One statement I hear them say is in hell you don’t come out a better 

person. So it seems pointless. It is that consequentialist motivation. 

Dr. Craig: Exactly. That is very good! You are seeing the assumption that underlies the 

objection.152 You don’t come out of hell any better so what is the point of punishing. 

They clearly have absorbed this consequentialist view that was dominant until around the 

1970s or so. 

Student: I guess I am just ignorant. I always assumed it was still dominant, but I guess I 

am wrong on that. 

Dr. Craig: Read the article on retributive justice in the Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy. This is an online resource that anyone can read. It explains the sea change 

that has taken place. Not just a renaissance of retributive theories of justice, but a 

simultaneous waning of these consequentialist theories. Partly for theoretical reasons (the 

philosophical objections to consequentialism were thought to be pretty substantive), but 

also because, as I say, of the practical and social consequences that showed that this 
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theory of justice was not working in our prison system and had terrible effects. So for 

those two reasons this consequentialism is very much in retreat today 

Student: A minute ago when you mentioned God’s justice being eschatological, I wanted 

to clarify. That doesn’t mean that it is exclusively eschatological, correct? 

Dr. Craig: That’s correct. 

Student: Certainly, he has administered justice throughout history. 

Dr. Craig: He does. For example, he judged Israel by having Babylon come in and 

destroy Israel and carry them into exile. So clearly God’s retributive justice is exercised 

in history. But ultimately, as I say, remember the parable of the wheat and the tares. Jesus 

says in the parable, Don’t go out and try to pull up all the weeds because if you do a lot of 

wheat is going to be damaged. In other words, a lot of innocent people are going to be 

hurt. Wait until the harvest, and then you will separate the wheat from the tares. So you 

have this prospect in the Bible of this great judgment day that is coming when God’s 

ultimate justice will finally be meted out. But certainly you are right that along the way 

there can be historical acts of justice as well. 

Student: So things like Adam and Eve in the garden . . . 

Dr. Craig: Or Ananias and Sapphira when they were struck dead, for example. Clearly 

there are retributive acts of justice along the way. 

Student: It seems like a number of these terms – punishment and retribution and so forth 

– deal with the human experience and God’s dealing with us sometimes on Earth or 

between each other as human beings. But in a cosmological sense, 2 Corinthians says, He 

made him sin who knew no sin. He neutralizes sin for the person that is in Christ. When 

the judgment comes, you are judged as a believer as to the effectiveness of your life, not 

a hit parade of your sin. For the unbeliever, real punishment would be annihilation. God 

gives them their choice. They chose separation and that is what they get, not that they are 

given punitive measures to remind them of what they did in life but they are separated 

from God. That is the penalty. 

Dr. Craig: You’ve raised a number of issues here. I don’t see any reason to think 

biblically that the real punishment for sin is annihilation rather than eternal torment. 

These people who ought to be annihilated instead have chosen to be eternally tormented. 

Student: That is what I said. I don’t believe in annihilation, but if God was involved in 

punishing people for unbelief then it seems the ultimate punishment would be 

annihilation. They’ve chosen separation. 

Dr. Craig: I don’t agree with that. God’s punishment has to be just, and I think that in 

Scripture the just punishment for those outside of Christ I would say is eternal torment or 



eternal separation from God. But we don’t need to decide that issue. I know there are lots 

of Christians who are annihilationists. That gets to the content of the punishment, not to 

your theory of justice. In either case, it is meant to be a retribution on the unbeliever that 

he deserves whatever that punishment is. I forgot the first part of your question. 

Student: I am putting the onus on the unbeliever. Redemption is available.153 

Dr. Craig: Oh, right. In Christ we are released from the condemnation that we were 

under when we were outside of Christ. That is the whole point of the atonement. That is 

exactly right. It is through the atoning death of Christ, and I would say penal substitution, 

that we are freed from having to bear the punishment for our sins. Christ has born that 

penalty or punishment for us. Therefore those who are in Christ are freed from that 

condemnation and desert. 

Student: What would you do with that 2 Corinthians passage? 

Dr. Craig: We will talk about that later on. I think that gets into imputation of sin. We 

will get to that. 

Student: I had a question about the degree of punishment. Are you going to get into any 

of that at all? 

Dr. Craig: No, because that kind of thing, as well as annihilation and so forth, should be 

reserved for our section on doctrine of the last things when we talk about heaven and hell, 

degrees of punishment, and things like that. Here our focus is on the atonement and 

specifically penal substitution. As I say, we are not concerned here with the content of the 

sentence that God has meted out, but simply that God’s justice is retributive and therefore 

those who deserve punishment are punished. Now we are asking: what does it mean to be 

punished? We are looking at this expressivist theory of punishment and asking: does this 

exclude Christ from being punished since he had no sin for which he could be 

condemned? That will be the question that we’ll take up next time. 

Student: Where I was going with that was look at Christ’s punishment on the cross. It 

was finite but the deserving punishment of sin against God is actually infinite. 

Dr. Craig: Were you not here last week? 

Student: No, I wasn’t. Did you discuss that? 

Dr. Craig: That’s what I thought. We dealt with that last week with Francis Turretin, the 

great Reformed theologian of Geneva from the last 1600s. I think Turretin was quite 

correct in saying that though Christ’s suffering was finite in duration, it was of infinite 
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value because of the divinity of the person who was suffering. It was God himself. I think 

that is a plausible answer to that question. 

END DISCUSSION 

We are out of time. What we will do next time is to look at various responses to the 

alleged incoherence of penal substitution.154 
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Lecture 19: Objection to the Coherence  
of Penal Substitution 

Last time we considered an objection to the coherence of the doctrine of penal 

substitution. The basic idea of this objection is that punishment inherently involves an 

attitude of condemnation or censure. But since Christ was sinless, God could not have 

had an attitude of condemnation or censure toward Christ and therefore it is impossible 

that God could have punished Christ. Any harsh treatment that God might have afflicted 

Christ with would not count as punishment and therefore the doctrine of penal 

substitution is incoherent. 

Jan suggested to me after the lesson last Sunday that it would perhaps help people’s 

understanding of this objection if I could encapsulate it in a very simple, clear form. That 

is what I’ve done here on the whiteboard. It seems to me that this argument consists of 

basically three premises. 

1. If Christ was sinless, God could not have condemned Christ. 

2. But if God could not have condemned Christ, God could not have punished Christ. 

3. If God could not have punished Christ, penal substitution is false. 

By means of this argument, it shows that if Christ was sinless then penal substitution is 

false. Since, of course, orthodox Christianity holds that Christ was sinless, it follows that 

penal substitution is false. This seems to be the argument in a nutshell. 

How might we respond to this objection to penal substitution? Well, it seems to me that 

all three of the premises are vulnerable! All three of them are eminently challengeable. 

To begin with, what about this last premise – number (3) – if God could not have 

punished Christ then penal substitution is false? You will remember that I suggested last 

time that in fact some proponents of penal substitution do not think that God punished 

Christ. Rather, the way we define penal substitution is that it is the doctrine that God 

afflicted Christ with the suffering that we deserved as the punishment for our sins. God 

did not punish Christ according to these thinkers. Rather, he inflicted upon Christ the 

suffering which would have been our punishment if it had been inflicted on us instead. 

Those thinkers would simple deny premise (3) that it is not true that the truth of penal 

substitution stands or falls with whether God could have punished Christ. In fact, these 

thinkers believe that God did not punish Christ and yet penal substitution is true. So if 

you hold to that view of penal substitution the argument falls apart because premise (3) is 

false. 

But what about premise (2) – if God could not have condemned Christ then God could 

not have punished Christ? We saw that this is based upon what is called an expressivist 

theory of punishment. According to this theory of punishment, harsh treatment, in order 



to be punishment, needs to express condemnation or censure for the wrong that was done. 

The idea is that if God could not have condemned Christ he could not have punished 

Christ. It seems to me that the penal substitution theorist could simply reject an 

expressivist theory of punishment and so deny this premise. If you reject an expressivist 

theory of punishment then it is not true that if God could not have condemned Christ he 

could not have punished Christ. Even though the expressivist theory of punishment is 

very popular among legal theorists today, it is not as though there are overwhelming 

arguments in support of it.155 In fact, there are crimes in our criminal justice system 

which deserve punishment and are punished even though these punishments do not 

express condemnation or censure. What I am thinking of here is crimes of so-called 

“strict liability.” Crimes of strict liability are cases in which crimes are committed and yet 

the person involved is not found to be blameworthy or at fault. These crimes are 

committed without fault and yet they are still punishable. These are far from unusual 

cases. There are thousands of statutory crimes involving elements of strict liability. For 

example, crimes like the possession of narcotics or firearms are crimes of strict liability. 

If, while you are shopping, some person sticks a handgun into your purse and you don’t 

notice it and later the police discover you to be carrying this unauthorized weapon, this is 

a crime of strict liability. Even though you are not at fault, you have broken the law by 

possessing this firearm and are therefore held liable. Or, again, crimes like the selling of 

mislabeled foods or selling prescription drugs without a valid prescription. These are 

crimes of strict liability. There was one case where a pharmacist sold a prescription drug 

to someone who came in with a forged prescription. It was fake, but the pharmacist didn’t 

know it and so he sold the man the prescription drugs. The pharmacist was then charged 

with a crime because this is a strict liability offense to sell prescription drugs without a 

valid prescription. These crimes of strict liability seem to involve no censure or 

condemnation of the person involved and yet they still are punishments under our 

criminal justice system. This would go to show, I think, that the expressivist theory of 

punishment is not true. It isn’t true that punishments always carry with them this attitude 

or stigma of condemnation or censure. 

In fact, when you think about it, penal substitution in a secular context provides a very 

powerful counterexample to the claim that punishment inherently expresses an attitude of 

censure or condemnation toward the person who is being punished. Hugo Grotius wrote a 

classic defense of the doctrine of penal substitution entitled A Defence of the Catholic 

Faith in 1617. Grotius points out that the practice of punishing a substitute was well-

understood and widely practiced in the ancient world. He gives example after example 

from classic literature of substitutionary punishment in a secular context in the ancient 

world. Not only were substitutes punished in the ancient world, but the people who 
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voluntarily stepped forward to serve as a substitute for someone else were universally 

admired as paradigms of nobility – someone who would be willing to give his life for the 

sake of someone else. We moderns may regard such a practice as primitive and morally 

abhorrent, but it would be cultural imperialism for us to claim that these ancient societies 

did not endorse and even practice penal substitution. A defender of penal substitution I 

think could claim very plausibly that it just isn’t true that punishment inevitably carries 

with it an attitude of condemnation or censure. 

So the defender of penal substitution could endorse a non-expressivist theory of 

punishment. For example, he could say that punishment is harsh treatment of someone by 

a recognized authority for an infraction of a law or command.156 If that is correct then it 

isn’t true that if God could not have condemned Christ, God could not have punished 

Christ. He could punish him without condemnation or censure. 

That would be if you just rejected outright an expressivist theory of punishment. But does 

an expressivist theory of punishment actually imply an attitude of condemnation or 

censure toward the person punished as I just assumed up to now? Well, no! It doesn’t. In 

fact, expressivism as it is typically formulated is completely consistent with penal 

substitution. For example, consider the conditions for punishment that we looked at last 

time. The fourth of those conditions was this: “Fourth, the hardship or loss must be 

imposed, at least in part, as a way of sending a message of condemnation or censure for 

what is believed to be a wrongful act or omission.” That definition does not, in fact, say 

that the condemnation or censure needs to be directed toward the person punished. 

Censure could be either of the crime itself (the act itself was abhorrent and wrong) or it 

could be of the criminal who actually did the crime (he could be censured or condemned). 

On Joel Feinberg’s account (remember Joel Feinberg was the legal theorist who 

developed this expressivist theory of punishment), he says, “punishment expresses the 

community’s strong disapproval of what the criminal did. Indeed it can be said that 

punishment expresses the judgment of the community that what the criminal did was 

wrong.” The attitude of condemnation or censure is for what the criminal did. It is not 

directed toward the person punished. I think, in fact, these people who are pressing this 

objection of penal substitution have really failed to understand an expressivist theory of 

punishment. Expressivism holds that there is a certain stigma attached to punishment, but 

it does not say that this condemnation or censure needs to be targeting a particular person 

such as the person punished. Expressivist theories of punishment, as they are typically 

formulated, are completely consistent with penal substitution. That is just as it should be 

given the attitude toward penal substitutes in those societies which have practiced it. 

They did not have an attitude of condemnation or censure toward those penal substitutes. 
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So either by rejecting an expressivist theory of punishment or by correctly formulating an 

expressivist theory of punishment you can see that God could have punished Christ 

without censuring or condemning Christ. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am just thinking that God made it clear at the beginning that the result of sin 

was death and that Christ chose to pay that price for us. In other words, I am not hearing 

where, yes, God punished Christ but Christ voluntarily took that punishment. So there is 

an element to me of the free will and his taking it because from the beginning of time 

God and sin could not co-exist and we could not be reunited with him with that in play. I 

am just wondering if that is not part of this because Christ said, Your will be done, not 

mine. If you can take this hour from me please do. But your will, not mine. So he 

voluntarily took that. Is that part of this whole penal . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: I think that the voluntariness of Christ’s sacrifice and suffering is more 

relevant to another objection to penal substitution that we’ll consider next – and that is to 

the justice of penal substitution.157 The most common objection to penal substitution is 

not, in fact, this one – that it is incoherent. The most common objection is that it is 

immoral – that it is unjust to punish an innocent person for somebody else’s sins. There I 

do think the voluntariness of Christ’s undertaking this will be relevant. Here it is not as 

relevant because we are asking whether or not punishment of Christ, whether voluntarily 

undertaken or not, is really punishment. Does it have to have this element of 

condemnation or censure in it to count as punishment even if it is voluntarily submitted 

to? That is why I’ve left that out of account in dealing with this objection. 

Student: The penal substitution is trying to achieve the purpose of establishing justice. 

Man upholds justice by punishing wrong. But God chose to uphold justice by 

demonstrating right. Christ – he was not punished but to solicit the community to enter 

into agreement of what righteousness is. 

Dr. Craig: I am going to say some more about God’s justice. Clearly justice is an 

attribute of God, a property of God. Paul talks about the righteousness of God. The word 

there can be translated “the justice of God” as well. The root word for “justification” is 

this same word for God’s “righteousness” or “justice.” So we will want to ask about what 

is the character of God’s justice. We will talk about that later on. I think the point that 

you are making would be comprised in someone’s rejecting (3). You seem to be wanting 

to say that you can have a penal substitutionary theory without punishment. I do think 

that that is true. One can formulate penal substitution in such a way as I did that it doesn’t 
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involve punishment. That would allow for the view that you’ve expressed as well. But 

whether or not that is going to be adequate to divine justice remains to be seen. 

Student: It is the standard. It is a way to establish the standard of justice. The 

community’s expressive agreement – if we agree that Christ has paid for the punishment 

or died or the punishment of wrong and that we agree in what the standard of justice is. 

That is the purpose. 

Dr. Craig: Well, God’s justice is independent of our agreement to it or not. I am recalling 

now in response to someone else’s question about the nature of justice. We distinguished 

between retributive justice and consequentialist justice, and I suggested then that the 

biblical view of God’s justice is retributive. I’ll say something more about that later on. 

So it is not just a sort of positive righteousness that needs to be established. The demands 

of God’s retributive justice need to be satisfied as well. I think that that calls for a penal 

substitute. 

Student: It seems that the idea that the condemnation is of the act rather than the actor is 

confirmed by Romans 8:3 where it says that God sending his Son in human flesh 

condemned sin in the flesh – not condemned the sinner but condemned sin in the flesh. 

Dr. Craig: Yeah, Romans 8:3 does say that – he condemned sin in the flesh. So, yes, you 

could use that as a verse in support of that view. 

Student: I have a question about the evolution of thought on penal substitution in the 

level of concern or objection to it that people have had over time. I think about Charles 

Dickens’ writing A Tale of Two Cities in the 1800s. It seems to me that he was 

predicating the response to that novel on the audience’s understanding of penal 

substitution and admiration of the person doing it. Can you comment on that? 

Dr. Craig: A Tale of Two Cities is this wonderful story set in the French Revolution 

where a man rescues a condemned prisoner who is about to go to the guillotine and puts 

himself in his place so that he is taken to the guillotine and killed while this other man is 

enabled to escape back to England.158 He is clearly a Christ figure in the story in that he 

gives his life voluntarily for this other person. He does suffer as a penal substitute. He is 

punished by the authorities in the French Revolution and killed. That would be an 

example, I think, of penal substitution. I suppose one might say, however, that it is not a 

counterexample because in this case the authorities (namely the revolutionary forces in 

France) did have an attitude of condemnation and censure toward the people that they 

thought they were executing. But clearly this person himself was not guilty of any crime. 

On the contrary, it was a heroic act. 
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Student: Right. I am not saying it is necessarily an example of an objection. I am just 

asking about the evolution of thought on penal substitution. Clearly Dickens in the 1800s 

assumed that people understood it. 

Dr. Craig: Well, the objection to penal substitution goes back a long way before Dickens. 

It really goes back to Socinus who I believe wrote in 1578. I think that is the right date. It 

certainly is in the neighborhood. His treatise on Jesus Christ the Savior. He was a 

unitarian theologian. He launched this withering attack upon penal substitution. By all 

accounts, everybody, whether sympathetic to the doctrine or not, recognizes that this was 

a brilliant piece of work. It is probably the most powerful case against penal substitution 

that has ever been written. Orthodox theologians have been answering it ever since. So 

already a couple centuries later in the time of Dickens this would have already been well-

known. Perhaps they were confident in British culture at that time that the attacks of 

Socinus had been successfully turned back. There were lots and lots of responses to it. 

But it is a perennial issue. It just keep coming up every generation over and over again. 

Student: I have a problem with using the strict liability for an objection for the first 

premise. It seems as though strict liability smacks of consequentialism to me because it 

seems to be beneficial to society but it is hard to imagine that if you were to put a gun in 

someone else’s purse that they should be held accountable. They don’t even know. It just 

seems to lack any retributive . . . 

Dr. Craig: Let’s be clear on the limited purpose for which I am appealing to strict 

liability. As you say, we are not here arguing in favor of the justice of penal substitution. 

What we are just showing is that punishment does not necessarily involve condemnation 

or censure of the person being punished because in cases of strict liability that is clearly 

not the case. These people are blameless. These are crimes committed without fault. Now 

you might complain about the justice of this. Then you would have a bone to pick with 

our American justice system and with European justice systems as well. That is another 

issue. Here we are just using the illustration to show that contrary to the expressivist 

theory of punishment it is not always true that punishments carry this stigma of 

condemnation or censure. 

Student: In the Roman world the practice of decimation would be a possibility where you 

have a group of people that is collectively guilty of cowardice in battle. They would 

randomly choose lots of soldiers from the legion – one out of every ten – to be killed. 

Those ten might not be guilty themselves of cowardice so you would have a person 

paying the penalty for the group. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, what he is referring to – to repeat the word – “decimation” comes from 

the word for “ten.” Every tenth soldier would be executed rather than kill off the whole 



battalion which would be disastrous for your armed forces.159 So they would selectively 

kill them off. This would be another example, I think, in the ancient world of where this 

sort of penal substitution would go on. This person is dying for the whole group. So there 

are actually numerous sorts of examples like this that one could point to. 

Student: In Leviticus where the priests use the scapegoat to lay the sins of the people, is 

that a foreshadowing or is that something that they determined . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: This is a real good question. I think that in the Levitical sacrifices (including 

the Yom Kippur sacrifice) there is an element of substitution. The worshiper brings his 

sacrificial animal to the tabernacle or the temple, and he doesn’t give it to the priest to 

slay. He is required to take the animal and to kill it himself on the altar. Before he does so 

he lays his hand on the head of the animal and presses down on it. This seems to be a 

ritual symbolic identification of the worshiper with the animal so that the animal’s death 

represents the worshiper’s death. He is a substitute for the worshiper who deserves to die 

for his sins but he doesn’t. The animal dies instead. In the Yom Kippur sacrifice, the 

priest lays both of his hands on the head of the animal and it says he lays the sins and the 

transgressions and the iniquities of the people on the animal. Then it is driven out into the 

desert carrying their sins away. It does seem to me that this involves substitution and is a 

kind of foreshadowing of Christ’s substitutionary death. Biblically speaking I think the 

central prooftext for penal substitution is Isaiah 53, but I do think you are correct in 

saying that in these Levitical sacrifices you also have a foreshadowing of this 

substitutionary motif. 

END DISCUSSION 

We’ve seen that the penal substitution theorist could reject either premise (3) or premise 

(2). But what about premise (1)? If Christ was sinless, God could not have condemned 

Christ. Is this undeniable? 

In fact, critics of penal substitution I think have overlooked the Reformers’ doctrine of 

the imputation of sins, which we saw was defended by theologians like Francois Turretin. 

On this theory even though Christ is personally without moral fault, he is legally guilty 

before God and therefore condemned by God for our sins. Given the doctrine of the 

imputation of sins, it is not true that even though Christ was sinless he could not have 

been legally condemned before the bar of God’s justice in virtue of the imputation of our 

sins to Christ. It is interesting that critics of penal substitution admit that if you embrace 

the doctrine of the imputation of sins then their objection to penal substitution does fail. 

They admit that. Given the imputation of our sins to Christ then Christ could be legally 

condemned by God before the bar of divine justice. But they reject the doctrine of 
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imputation! For example, a German professor and Old Testament scholar named Otfried 

Hofius in exegeting Isaiah 53 defends very energetically the fact that Isaiah 53 is about 

penal substitution. The suffering Servant of the Lord bears the sins of the people and dies 

in their place. It is by his wounds and his death that healing and forgiveness of sins is 

available. But having argued that, Hofius then goes on to say that such a doctrine is 

outrageous and that we have no experience whatsoever in our justice system of this idea 

of imputing one person’s sins to another person.160 Therefore, even though this is taught 

in Isaiah 53 it is an absurd doctrine and cannot be accepted. 

Well, Professor Hofius notwithstanding, the fact is that this kind of imputation is a 

common feature in our criminal justice and civil law system. 

First, in civil law there are cases of what is called vicarious liability. This is based upon a 

principle known in the law called respondeat superior (which is Latin and means roughly 

“let the master be answerable” - the master must answer). It is based upon the principle 

that a master is responsible for the acts of his servant in the course of his service. If the 

servant in the course of his service does something wrong the master is going to be held 

responsible for it. On the contemporary scene this has led to a widely accepted principle 

that employers are held responsible for the acts of their employees in their work as 

employees. For example, even though the employer may have done nothing wrong, he 

can be held to be vicariously liable for acts done by his employee. It needs to be 

emphasized in a case like this that the employer is not being held liable for other 

misdeeds like negligence in failing to supervise the employee or carelessness or anything 

like that. No, he may be completely blameless in the matter, but the liability which is 

incurred by his employee for certain acts is imputed to the superior because of that 

superior-subordinate relationship in which they stand. For example, after speaking on this 

topic, a woman approached me afterwards and she said, I am a nurse. This principle is 

everywhere in medicine. If a chief surgeon is performing a surgery and one of the 

subordinates botches the surgery, even though the chief supervising surgeon did nothing 

wrong – absolutely innocent – he is the one who is held liable for the acts of that nurse or 

subordinate that did the medical malpractice. The liability of the subordinate is imputed 

to the superior. It is not transferred from the subordinate to the superior, but it is 

replicated in the superior. The liability that the employee has is replicated in the 

employer. In cases of vicarious liability we have a clear case in which the responsibility 

for an act can be imputed to someone who did not do the act and is innocent. He is held 

vicariously liable. 

Somebody might say: that is fine in the civil law. That concerns damages that are sought 

from one private person against another through a lawsuit. But what about in criminal 
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law? The fact is that vicarious liability also makes an appearance in criminal law as well. 

There are criminal as well as civil applications of this principle of respondeat superior. 

The liability for crimes which are committed by a subordinate in the discharge of his 

duties can be imputed to his employer. So both the employer and the employee may be 

found guilty for crimes which only the employee committed. To give a couple of 

examples. There was a case where the owner of a café hired a manager to run the café for 

him. This manager allowed prostitutes to gather in the café in violation of the law.161 The 

manager’s criminal act was imputed to the owner of the café on the basis of this 

principle, and the owner of the café was held to be criminally liable for the acts of the 

manager. In another case, the owner of a bar was held to be criminally liable because his 

bartender illegally sold alcohol to a policeman on duty which was against the law. Even 

though the owner of the bar didn’t do this, the act of the bartender was imputed to him so 

that he was also held criminally liable. So in the vicarious liability that exists in the law, I 

think we see clear parallels to the notion that the guilt of our sins can be imputed to Christ 

even though he did not do those acts, even though he is virtuous and sinless, nevertheless 

you have I think a very close analogy in the law to the imputation of our sins to Christ. 

If that is the case then it is not true that if Christ was sinless God could not have 

condemned Christ. Given the imputation of our sins to Christ he was vicariously liable 

for those sins. Again, you’ve got to understand me. This is not to say that Christ became a 

sinful, wicked, lustful, selfish, murderous, hateful person. No, he remained a paradigm of 

moral virtue. But he was counted legally guilty. This is a legal guilt that is imputed to 

Christ in virtue of his vicarious liability. 

That means that this first premise is actually false as well given the doctrine of the 

imputation of sins, and this doctrine is one in which we have experience in our criminal 

justice system. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Biblical support – 2 Corinthians 5:21 says, “For he made him who knew no sin 

to be sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in him.” 

Dr. Craig: I think that is the most powerful verse for the imputation of sin. Let’s just 

repeat it. “God made him who knew no sin [he was sinless] to become sin for us.” This is 

the notion of the imputation of our sins to Christ. 

Student: Just to expound upon the parallel just a little bit. I see this all the time in my 

field in the legal industry when I’m taking depositions. The person who the damages 

were against (let’s say a FedEx driver hits someone), they never sue the FedEx driver. 

They sue FedEx. But it is not just because FedEx is appropriately liable. That individual 
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– there is no way they could possibly pay appropriate damages. Justice could never be 

done because that driver doesn’t have the money to pay appropriately. For justice to be 

done someone else has to actually pay. If someone hits – like a FedEx driver – a bus full 

of kids and they all pass away, there is no way any one individual could pay the 

appropriate damages for that. Nobody ever could, period, but at least FedEx (the 

company itself) could come a lot closer to being able to pay appropriate damages. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, and notice in this case, what you have drawn our attention to, is you have 

a kind of corporate person who is held to be vicariously liable. FedEx, the company. BP, 

the company, is held responsible for the oil spill. The engineer himself couldn’t possibly 

pay the damages, as you indicate. What is the analogy with Christ? Only Christ could pay 

the infinite debt to divine justice that we owe. I think it is a wonderful analogy that 

you’ve drawn for us there. It is in virtue of this principle of vicarious liability that this can 

be done. 

Student: Could you speak briefly to the recursivity or lack thereof of this vicarious 

liability because Christ being now responsible for sin in this imputation of our sin and 

having made himself a servant to the Father, what is the vicarious responsibility or 

liability there as he is acting as a servant taking on the sin of the world and the Father is 

the master.162 

Dr. Craig: Obviously, Christians don’t believe that the Father is held vicariously liable 

for our sins. One divine person of the Trinity, who is God, takes on this vicarious liability 

for us and satisfies divine justice. Given the divine justice is satisfied, no further payment 

needs to be made. In fact, that leads me to comment one more time on the previous 

illustration. If FedEx pays the penalty or the damages and the driver doesn’t, this is penal 

substitution, isn’t it? Not only is the wrongdoing imputed to the other person, but the 

other person pays the punishment or the penalty, and the other guy goes free – the one 

who did the act! The person who was guilty of the wrongdoing goes free because his guilt 

is atoned for by the superior. This looks for all the world like penal substitution to me. It 

is actually part of our justice system. 

END DISCUSSION 

It seems to me that this argument against the coherence of penal substitution is quite, 

well, let’s just say it is not very powerful. Every one of its premises is eminently 

challengeable and therefore I think can be put to rest. 
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But we are not out of the woods yet. Next we have to consider objections to the 

justification of penal substitution. Is it immoral to punish an innocent person for the acts 

of another?163 
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Lecture 20: Objection to the Justification  
of Penal Substitution 

Today we come to the important question of the justice of penal substitution. We’ve 

already dealt with an objection to the coherence of penal substitution and saw that that 

objection was really quite weak. But today is the biggie. This is the fundamental 

objection that is raised again and again to penal substitution. To punish Christ in our 

place would be unjust on the part of God. We are raising here the question of what 

justification there is for God’s punishing Christ. 

One’s justification will be determined by one’s overarching theory of justice. We’ve 

alluded to this in the past. Let me recap that. Theories of justice can be classified as 

broadly retributive or consequentialist. Retributive theories of justice hold that 

punishment is justified because the guilty deserve punishment. By contrast, 

consequentialist theories of justice hold that punishment is justified because of the 

extrinsic goods that can be realized through punishment. For example, the deterrence of 

crime, or the isolation of dangerous persons from society at large, or the reformation of 

criminals to help them become law abiding citizens. Retributive theories are often said to 

be retrospective theories of justice. They impose punishment for crimes that have been 

committed whereas consequentialist theories of justice are prospective, that is to say they 

aim to prevent future crimes from being committed by punishment through deterrence, 

isolation of the criminal, or reformation of the criminal. They prospectively try to reduce 

crime. 

With those two broad types of theories of justice in mind, let’s look at the alleged 

injustice of penal substitution. Critics of penal substitution typically assert that God’s 

punishing Christ in our place would be an injustice on God’s part. For it is an axiom of 

retributive justice that it is unjust to punish an innocent person. But Christ was an 

innocent person. Since God is perfectly just, he cannot therefore have punished Christ. 

Notice that it would do no good to say that Christ voluntarily or willingly undertook this 

self-sacrifice on our part because the nobility of his selfless act would not do anything to 

annul the injustice of punishing an innocent person for crimes that he did not commit.  

Just as I was able to formulate the objection of the coherence of penal substitution in a 

brief argument that made its premises very clear, I tried to do the same thing with this 

argument against the justice of penal substitution. By the way, if you are dealing with 

arguments against the Christian faith, it is very helpful I find to sit down and try to put 

them in the form of logical premises leading to a conclusion. That helps you to 

understand exactly what is at stake and where the argument might be vulnerable. Of 

course, when you formulate the argument you always have to try to do it in a sympathetic 

way. You don’t try to formulate the objector’s argument in such a way that it is obviously 



invalid. You give him the benefit of the doubt and try to formulate the argument as best 

you can.164 It seems to me that this is the way the argument against the justice of penal 

substitution goes. 

1. God is perfectly just. 

2. If God is perfectly just, he cannot punish an innocent person. 

3. Therefore, God cannot punish an innocent person. 

4. Christ was an innocent person. 

5. Therefore God cannot punish Christ. 

6. If God cannot punish Christ then penal substitution is false. 

Once again we have a chain of inferences that would show that if God is perfectly just 

then penal substitution is false. This seems to me to be a formulation of the argument. 

God is perfectly just. If God is perfectly just, he cannot punish an innocent person. 

Therefore God cannot punish an innocent person. Christ was an innocent person. 

Therefore God cannot punish Christ. If God cannot punish Christ then penal substitution 

is false. 

As we saw with the objection to the coherence of penal substitution, a penal substitution 

theorist who does not believe that God punished Christ would be unfazed by this 

argument because he would disagree that if God cannot punish Christ penal substitution 

is false. Remember we saw that some defenders of penal substitution maintain that God 

did not, in fact, punish Christ. Rather, he inflicted Christ with the suffering which was 

our just desert and so would have been our punishment had it been inflicted on us instead. 

God did not punish Christ, but he inflicted Christ with the suffering that would have been 

our punishment if we had borne it instead. These theorists might actually welcome an 

argument like this in favor of their view that penal substitution is true but God did not 

punish Christ. So like the last argument, if you hold to a theory of penal substitution that 

denies that God punished Christ, you will be completely unfazed by this objection to 

penal substitution. 

But suppose that we think with I would say the majority of penal substitution theorists 

that God did in fact punish Christ in our place. Suppose you agree to that. Then that 

raises the question of premises (1) and (2). What does it mean to say that God is perfectly 

just, and is it true that if God is perfectly just he cannot punish an innocent person? One 

very quick and easy way to dispense with this argument would be to adopt a 

consequentialist theory of justice. It is common coin among legal theorists that a 

consequentialist theory of justice could lead to justifying the punishment of the innocent. 
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For example, it might be justified to punish an innocent person because of the great 

deterrence value that would have in preventing future crime. In fact, one of the main 

criticisms of consequentialist theories of justice is that they can justify the punishment of 

the innocent. So if you are a penal substitution theorist who is a consequentialist, it would 

be very easy to provide consequentialist justification for God’s punishing Christ, namely, 

doing so would save the entire human race from destruction! You can’t think of a much 

better consequence than that. So if you are a consequentialist you can affirm that God is 

perfectly just but it would not follow from his perfect justice that he could not punish an 

innocent person. 

But as I’ve said in previous classes, it seems that consequentialism is ill-suited to be a 

basis for divine punishment, biblically-speaking, because God’s judgment is described in 

the Bible as ultimately eschatological.165 That is to say, it is the judgment that takes place 

on the final day of judgment at the end of human history. The Bible says the ungodly are 

“storing up wrath” for themselves on God’s final day of judgment (Romans 2:5). 

Punishment imposed at that point could seem to serve no other purpose than retribution. 

It is too late to have any beneficial consequences by that point. 

I suppose the Christian consequentialist could say that there is a consequentialist 

justification on the judgment day, namely, by isolating the wicked in hell you prevent 

them from infiltrating or infecting the community of the redeemed in the same way that 

hardened criminals are isolated in prison to prevent them from infecting society at large. 

But I don’t think that is a very good justification on consequentialism because God could 

achieve that end of protecting the redeemed simply by annihilating the damned. The 

consequentialist would need to find some further consequentialist reason for keeping the 

damned in existence and continuing to punish them apart from retribution. So I don’t 

think consequentialism is a theory of justice that is well suited to the biblical conception 

of God and his justice. 

In any case, the Bible is very explicit in affirming that the wicked deserve punishment. 

And that is the heart of a retributive theory of justice – punishment is justified because 

the wicked deserve to be punished. Romans 1:32 says, “those who do such things deserve 

to die.” That is a retributive theory of justice. Or Hebrews 10:29 says, “how much worse 

punishment do you think will be deserved by the man who has spurned the Son of God?” 

There the author of Hebrews says that someone who has spurned Christ deserves 

punishment. 
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So it seems to me that retributive justice must be in large measure the justification for 

divine punishment. God’s justice must be in some very significant measure retributive in 

nature. 

During the first half of the twentieth century, under the influence of psychologists and 

social scientists, retributive theories of justice were widely frowned upon in favor of 

consequentialist theories of justice. Fortunately, however, there has been over the last 

half-century a renaissance of theories of retributive justice among legal theorists, and this 

has been accompanied by a drastic waning of consequentialist theories of justice. So we 

don’t need to be distracted in our lesson with the need to try to justify a retributive theory 

of justice. The person who holds to a biblical retributive theory of justice is right in line 

with mainstream legal theory of justice today in thinking of justice as retributive. This 

change in the legal community is due in no small part to the unwelcome implication of 

consequentialism that there are circumstances under which it is just to punish the 

innocent. It is precisely because of that that consequentialism has been rejected. But the 

conviction that the innocent ought not to be punished is what lies behind the claim that 

penal substitution would be unjust on God’s part. So what is given with one hand is taken 

back with the other. On the one hand, legal theory has vindicated a retributive theory of 

justice in line with biblical thinking about God’s justice (a very welcomed development). 

But on the other hand, it is precisely retributive justice that holds that the innocent ought 

not to be punished and hence for the retributivist this objection to penal substitution arises 

in spades.166 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I think the key is that God does not uphold justice with punishment, but he 

infused righteousness to the wicked, and the penal substitution is Christ’s willingness to 

go that route instead of dealing with punishment. 

Dr. Craig: Let me interrupt here. Do you agree that the New Testament teaches the 

doctrine of hell – that those who reject God’s grace and refuse his righteousness will be 

punished in hell? 

Student: I do agree, but I think that is the nature of God’s law being violated. Then there 

will be natural or divine consequences of that. 

Dr. Craig: All right. You are actually hitting a very subtle point here that is worth 

bringing to the surface. Is death and separation from God simply the consequence of sin 

or is it the punishment for sin? Some people would want to get around saying that God 

punishes the wicked by just saying, No, their abandonment by God or their spiritual 

separation from God is just a consequence of sin, but it is not really a punishment for sin. 
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As I read the New Testament, it is inadequate to say that death and hell are merely 

consequences of sin. These are punishments, and they are called punishment in the New 

Testament as you heard from the book of Hebrews: “how much worse punishment do you 

think will be deserved by the man who has spurned the Son of God?” So it seems to me 

that the New Testament clearly affirms that the harsh treatment that befalls the wicked at 

God’s hands is his punishment of them for their sins. Moreover, this is retributive 

punishment. They deserved this as wicked person, and therefore God is just in imposing 

this harsh treatment on them. 

Student: I think both. Both stands because to me death is when one rejects life. Then they 

enter into death by their own choice because they reject life. 

Dr. Craig: I am happy with that. I think we can say this doesn’t need to be an either-or. 

These are both consequences of sin, and they are also punishments for sin. I don’t have 

any problem with saying this is a both-and. 

Student: In a similar manner, both retributive and consequential could be true, too. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, you are right about that. This may not need to be an either-or choice 

either. You could have theories of justice that blend consequentialist and retributivist 

considerations. That is why I couched my words with some caution. I said that God’s 

justice must be in some significant measure retributive. That seems to me to be required 

by the New Testament. 

Student: To that last point, to put them both together, Hebrews 2:9 says, “Christ tasted 

death for every person.” Separation is the ultimate penalty and consequence of sin. Christ 

suffered what it was like to be separated from God for all time in a moment of time for 

everyone. That is why he needed to be God so he could do it for everybody in a moment 

of time for all time. But yet the Son will never be permanently separated from the Father. 

So he is uniquely positioned to do what he did. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. I would agree with that. That is a point that you remember Anselm made, 

and I think that is absolutely correct. 

Student: Jesus, when he was referring to Judas, said it would be better for that one if he 

had never been born.167 That indicates something more than just eternal separation as a 

natural consequence. Something else was coming down that was going to really impact 

him in a bad way. He doesn’t go any further. 

Dr. Craig: Well, I don’t want to get off on a tangent here, but if you think about what it 

really means to be separated from God – from all that is good and lovely – and to be left 
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with your own crabbed, selfish, sinful heart forever, that is pretty torturous. So I wouldn’t 

minimize the anguish and horror of separate from God. 

Student: Could you restate the verse references from the New Testament in regard to the 

retributive theory? 

Dr. Craig: The first one was Romans 1:32 where Paul, after listing this catalog of human 

sins, says, “Those who do such things deserve to die.” That is Romans 1:32. The 

Hebrews passage was Hebrews 10:29 where he is referring specifically to people who 

reject Christ. 

END DISCUSSION 

How might we respond to this argument? 

First, an assessment of this objection requires that we contextualize it within a theory 

about the grounding of objective moral values and duties. Who, after all, determines what 

is just and unjust? We can all agree that God is perfectly just, but who determines what is 

just or unjust? The proponents of penal substitution that we’ve surveyed, like St. Anselm, 

were all proponents of some sort of Divine Command Theory of ethics, according to 

which moral duties are determined by God’s commands. There is no external law 

hanging over God to which he has to conform. Since God does not issue commands to 

himself as to what he has to do, it would follow that he literally has no moral duties to 

perform. He can act in any way he wants as long as it is consistent with his own nature. 

He does not have the moral duties that we have and so he will have unique prerogatives 

that we human beings do not share. For example, giving and taking human life as he 

wills. It would be unjust if someone were to pull a gun out of his briefcase and kill me, 

but if God wants to strike me dead right now that is his prerogative. All life is his and he 

gives and takes it as he chooses. He has no duty to prolong our lives one second further. 

In many cases God may act in accordance with duty. He may go along with what we do 

out of duty, but he doesn’t act from duty because he doesn’t have any moral duties. He 

can make exceptions to the rule if he wants to. This is the lesson of the astonishing story 

of God’s command to Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac on the altar as a sacrificial 

offering to God. That story is found in Genesis 22:1-19. God commands Abraham to do 

an act which, in the absence of a divine command, would have been murder. It would 

have been a horrible sin if Abraham had, on his own initiative, taken his son Isaac and 

tried to offer him as a sacrificial offering to God. But given a divine command, it now 

becomes Abraham’s duty to do this. So God has the ability to command an act which, in 

the absence of a divine command, would have been sin like murder. I think this shows 



how radical God’s prerogatives are. When we say it is unjust of God to do this and that, 

who are you to say that? It is God himself who determines what is just and unjust.168 

Now if that sort of theory of ethics is coherent, as I’ve argued that it is when we looked at 

the goodness of God and we talked about moral values and duties, where are these 

grounded, where do objective moral values and duties come from – look at that section of 

the Defenders class where I defended this view. If this theory is coherent then this present 

objection to penal substitution has difficulty even getting off of the ground. As Hugo 

Grotius observed, even if God has established a human system of justice which forbids 

the punishment of the innocent and hence substitutionary punishment, he himself isn’t so 

forbidden. He can forbid human beings to punish the innocent or to have substitutes, but 

he is not forbidden from doing that. In the book of Exodus you may remember the story 

of God’s anger burning against the people of Israel for their idolatry and Moses says, 

Lord, take my life in place of these people. Kill me instead of punishing these people to 

make atonement for their sin. The word “atonement” is actually used. Moses is offering 

substitutionary atonement to the Lord. And God refuses Moses’ offer. He says, No, I will 

require this sin from their own hand at some future time. I will punish them for what 

they’ve done. He refuses Moses’ offer to be a substitutionary atonement. In the same 

way, he refused Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac as an offering to him. He commanded it, but 

then remember he stopped Abraham before it could be carried out. So God has refused to 

allow human beings to punish the innocent, to do substitutionary punishment. But if it is 

God’s will to take on human nature himself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth and to give 

his own life as a sacrificial offering for sin, who is to forbid him? Who forbids God from 

doing this? He is free to do so as long as it is consistent with his own nature. And what 

could be more consistent with God’s gracious nature than that he should condescend to 

take on our frail and fallen humanity and give his own life to pay the penalty which his 

own justice had exacted? This self-giving sacrifice of Christ I think exalts the nature of 

God by displaying his holy love – his holiness, his justice, as well as his love and mercy. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: In essence, what I was thinking, too, when you put this on the board and you put 

down “God cannot punish an innocent person” my thought was “why not if he chooses?” 

In Job 1:21 he said, The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Praise be the name of the 

Lord. I guess that is just your point – whatever he determines is appropriate for his good 

end is appropriate whether it is of human understanding or not. I think that is important. 

When bad things happen to good people, immediately one says that is just not just. Why 

would God do this? Take away the life of a child or whatever. It is something that in our 

own human understanding, we cannot, I think, fully grasp. Then it has to go on faith 
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because what God sees is just and right and appropriate. Maybe we are not even able to 

understand that. 

Dr. Craig: Just so that no one draws the wrong inference from what you said, in the book 

of Job, Job’s sufferings are not presented as punishments from God. That is what Job’s 

friends think! That Job has committed some sin and therefore he is being punished by 

God. You aren’t saying that, and we shouldn’t misunderstand your point that the 

sovereign God is himself the source of moral duties and hence determines what is just or 

unjust.169 In which case this objection can’t even get started. 

Student: It seems that following a pure Divine Command Theory of ethics, if our moral 

duties are entirely founded on God’s moral commands then what is the need for Christ’s 

sacrifice in the first place? Could he just have made the commands less serious or why 

couldn’t he just forgive us if the only problem was his original command? Does that 

make sense? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think so. We will say more about that in the future. You are saying that 

if God determines that it is just to pardon everyone without requiring Christ’s death then 

he could have chosen to do that as well. It might surprise you that a good number of 

prominent Christian theologians have held that. For example, this is Thomas Aquinas’ 

view as well as the view of most of the church fathers. They would say, yes, God could 

have simply chosen to pardon our sins but he chose to do it through Christ because he 

had good reasons for doing it that way. It was more suitable. Hugo Grotius is an example 

of a penal substitution theorist who also thought that it wasn’t necessary to satisfy divine 

justice in order for God to pardon our sins. But he says God chose to do it that way to 

give us a stark example of his hatred of sin, of how horrid and detestable it is, as well as 

his tremendous love in embracing this sacrificial suffering, this incomprehensible 

suffering, on our behalf in order to save us. So Grotius would say although God could 

have simply pardoned us he chose to do it this way because of the great example of 

God’s holiness and love that the passion of Christ displays. 

Student: This is the theory that I would have subscribed to as well, but I guess now that I 

am thinking about it I sort of have realized that it seems to conflict with the whole . . . 

talking about the objective standards objectively being in God and that he has the highest 

moral standards. And then you got the Euthyphro Dilemma going on here and that is does 

God will something to be just or is there an objective justice that is in him that God could 

potentially basically overturn his own objective justice that is in him? Is it objectively just 

in God to say God can’t punish the innocent in him, then he can just overturn it. That 

seems to be the problem for me with the Divine Command Theory. 
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Dr. Craig: OK, I think I understand what you are saying. You have to understand the 

way philosophers work. The Germans would call this a kind of give and take. I am saying 

this is a start here – a Divine Command Theory of justice. But what you and the other 

questioner here seemed to suggest is that this seems to imply a kind of voluntarism on 

God’s part. He could have decreed that hatred be good and therefore it would be our 

moral duty to hate one another and try to do each other wrong and harm. That seems 

wrong. That was why I said God has the ability to command anything so long as it is 

consistent with his own nature – his own loving, good nature. Suppose one who is 

pressing this objection wants to push it forward in the face of a Divine Command Theory, 

what might he say? I think what he might say is that retributive justice is part of God’s 

nature. Therefore it is impossible that God act contrary to the principles of retributive 

justice. That pushes the argument now forward a notch. God is free to command 

whatever he wants so long as it is consistent with his own nature, but suppose one says 

that retributive justice is essential to God’s nature. That is what I think many orthodox 

Christians believe and many penal substitution theorists believe. In that case the objection 

then surfaces again. God cannot act contrary to the principles of retributive justice 

because that would be acting contrary to his own nature.170 So you are right back again to 

premise (2) – if God is perfectly just then he cannot punish an innocent person because 

that would be contrary to his nature to the principles of retributive justice. 

Student: Can you explain when David sinned God punished the people? He gave David 

choices, and then he decided to punish the people for David’s sin. 

Dr. Craig: Can you give me more specifics? 

Student: I’ll get you a reference next time. I can’t find it. 

Dr. Craig: OK. There certainly are some stories in the Old Testament that make one 

squeamish with respect to retributive justice where the sins of the fathers are visited upon 

the children and so forth. One is inclined to be thinking in cases like that perhaps of the 

consequences of sin rather than punishment for sin. Remember the distinction you made 

between consequences and punishment? Certainly the father’s sins can have terrible 

consequences that might be visited upon the children. 

Student: She is talking about David took the census, and then God gave him three options 

of punishment. He said, Take it out on the people, and 35,000 people were killed in his 

army. That is the example she is talking about. 

Dr. Craig: OK. That would be one of these cases that would make you feel somewhat 

squeamish but would make it more difficult for the objection of penal substitution to go 

through biblically at least. I think probably what one might say in that case would be that 
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these people punished are themselves sinners and deserve it. So it is not as though God 

was punishing innocent people for what David did. These were themselves also sinful 

people also deserving of punishment and so they received it now in this lifetime rather 

than simply waiting until the end of the age. 

END DISCUSSION 

We need to wrap it up at this point now. What we will do when we come back next 

Sunday is I will then examine more closely the nature of retributive justice and ask what 

does it mean to say that retributive justice is essential to God’s very nature? I think we’ll 

see that this is a much more nuanced question than what the opponent to penal 

substitution thinks it is.171 
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Lecture 21: More Responses to the  
Objection to the Justification of Penal Substitution 

We began last week to look at the most important objection to the doctrine of penal 

substitution. The doctrine states that Christ died to pay the penalty for our sins. The 

objection is that this would be unjust and therefore immoral on God's part because Christ 

was an innocent person. I attempted to formulate this argument sympathetically in terms 

of six premises: 

1. God is perfectly just. 

2. If God is perfectly just, he cannot punish an innocent person. 

3. Therefore, God cannot punish an innocent person. 

4. Christ was (is) an innocent person. 

5. Therefore God cannot punish Christ. 

6. If God cannot punish Christ then penal substitution is false. 

We saw last time that someone who holds to penal substitution but denies that God 

punished Christ can avoid this argument very easily simply by denying premise (6). He 

would hold that God afflicted Christ with the suffering which would have been our 

punishment had it been inflicted on us instead. He would maintain that the truth of penal 

substitution does not require that God punish Christ, and the argument is invalidated. 

On the other hand, suppose we do hold that God did punish Christ which is what most 

penal substitution theorists would say. Then we need to examine the first two premises – 

that God is perfectly just and if God is perfectly just he cannot punish an innocent person. 

I suggested that this needs to be contextualized within a theory of where moral values and 

duties come from. If God himself determines what is just or unjust then it doesn’t make 

any sense to accuse God of injustice because he is the ultimate standard of justice. So if 

God determines that punishing Christ for our sins in our place is just, who can gainsay 

him? Who can say that God is unjust – it is God who is the source of justice. 

Perhaps the best face that can be put on the objection in response to this point would be to 

say, Wait a minute! Even you Divine Command theorists do not think God can do 

something contrary to his own nature. He can issue whatever commands he wishes so 

long as they are consistent with his nature. He can act in any way he wishes. He has no 

moral duties to fulfill. But nevertheless he has to act consistently with his own nature. So 

the objector might say, Perhaps retributive justice is part of God’s nature, and therefore 

it is impossible for God to act contrary to the principles of retributive justice because he 

would be acting contrary to his own nature. 



That response, I think, while making a good point doesn’t distinguish or differentiate 

adequately between different accounts of retributive justice. What is retributive justice, 

after all? On the contemporary scene there are two different forms of retributive justice 

that are distinguished by theorists. One would be a positive retributivism and the other is 

negative retributivism. Positive retributivism says that the guilty should be punished 

because they deserve it. Punishment of the guilty is justified because they deserve their 

punishment. This is their just desert. Negative retributivism says that the innocent should 

not be punished because they do not deserve it. The first one says that the guilty should 

be punished because they deserve it; negative retributivism says the innocent should not 

be punished because they do not deserve it.172 

The essence of retributive justice lies in positive retributivism. The heart of the theory of 

retributive justice is that the punishment of the guilty is an intrinsic good because the 

guilty deserve it. The Bible makes it very clear that God is a positive retributivist. Exodus 

34:7 says, for example, “He will by no means clear the guilty.” So God is committed to 

positive retributive justice – the guilty deserve punishment and therefore should be 

punished. But how do we know that God is an unqualified negative retributivist? Even if 

God has prohibited human beings from punishing innocent persons and has established 

that as a moral norm in human society, and even if God is too good himself to punish an 

innocent human person, nevertheless he might still reserve to himself the prerogative to 

punish an innocent divine person, namely, Christ, in place of the guilty. This 

extraordinary exception would be not a defect in his justice but rather a result of his 

goodness. If that is the case then premise (2) of this argument is simply false – it is not 

true that God being perfectly just cannot punish the innocent. What I am suggesting is 

that one way to respond to this objection is to affirm that God is unqualifiedly committed 

by his very nature to positive retributive justice, but he is only qualifiedly a negative 

retributivist because he reserves the right to punish an innocent divine person, namely 

Christ, for sin. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: For the negative retributive justice, when the Bible talks about and the sins of 

the father go down to generation after generation, you have this generational type of 

passing down of punishment, how does that work out with what you are saying about 

qualification? 

Dr. Craig: That is a really good question. I think there are two ways to look at it. One 

way would be to say this shows that God is not a negative retributivist. In this case he is 

willing to punish innocent people for the sins of their ancestors. On the other hand, as I 

said the other week, it could be here that he is saying the consequences of the father’s 
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sins are visited upon subsequent generations. I distinguished between the consequences 

of sin and punishment for sin. It could well be the case that, in the instance you are 

talking about, what we are talking about are non-punitive consequences of sin that are 

visited upon subsequent generations. Ezekiel reacts very negatively to the idea that these 

people are being punished for the sins of their forebears. Ezekiel says very clearly, The 

soul that sins shall die. What do you mean by saying that people will bear the sins of their 

fathers? He rejects that. That would suggest that this is perhaps to be interpreted in terms 

of consequences rather than in terms of punishment. That was why I suggested that God 

may be qualifiedly committed to negative retributivism in that he prohibits human beings 

from punishing innocent people and also that he himself will not punish an innocent 

human person for the sins of somebody else. 

Student: I was just going to quote the passage you are alluding to where God, through 

Ezekiel, takes on this popular saying among the Israelites which was the fathers have 

eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge. And God says through 

Ezekiel, No longer shall you recite this proverb in Israel. The soul that sins is the one 

that shall die. In other words, a misunderstanding perhaps of what the subsequent 

generational consequences were, meaning that, Oh, you sinned, and somebody else pays 

for it.  

Dr. Craig: Yes. Good. Thank you.173 

Student: I would raise the point . . . the book of Romans and again the Old Testament – it 

clearly says, Is any man righteous? No, not one. If that is true then there is no such thing 

as punishing the innocent. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is a very good point. In these cases that are raised, the children are 

also engaged in the same sorts of sins and so it is not really the case that sins are being 

visited upon innocent people. I do think that that is a point well worth remembering when 

we think about these cases. 

Student: I don’t think God punishes Christ. The nature of sin is it does harm to others. In 

Chinese culture, justice is maintained by revenge. Revenge is passed down to 

generations. The son is obligated to revenge his father’s enemy. I think Christ takes on 

the punishment of the sin so that he can put a stop to this perpetuated revenge. I don’t 

think that is God punishing Christ. He takes it on so that it can put an end. 

Dr. Craig: That would be in accord with the first line of response that I suggested to the 

argument which would deny step (6) of the argument. I think that is open to the defender 

of penal substitution. The Lord clearly prohibits that kind of vengeful activity when he 

says, Do not avenge yourself. Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord, and therefore prohibits 
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this kind of activity to human persons reserving for himself the prerogative of judging 

human beings and punishing them.  

END DISCUSSION 

It seems to me that this serves to dispense with the objection. This response to the 

objection will grant that retributive justice does indeed belong to the divine nature. It is 

essential to God, and therefore it is impossible that God act contrary to the principles of 

at least positive retributive justice and for the most part negative retributive justice as 

well with the marked exception of reserving the prerogative to punish an innocent divine 

person for our sins. If this is correct then the second premise of the argument is false, and 

the argument falls apart. 

But there is more that can be said as well for drawing premise (2) into question. I want to 

move on to a second line of response. This is to distinguish between the prima facie 

demands of retributive justice and the ultima facie demands of retributive justice. That is 

to say, the prima facie demands would be the face value demands of retributive justice. 

The ultima facie demands would be when you weigh other moral considerations and 

consider one’s ultimate moral obligation in a certain case. Another way of putting this is 

to say that those who defend retributive justice distinguish between the justification of 

punishment in general and the justification of a specific act of punishment. They are 

trying to say that in general the guilty should be punished because they deserve it. But 

there can be specific cases where the demands of retributive justice are weighed because 

there are outweighing moral considerations. If that is the case then, for example, even 

though positive retributive justice is true, sometimes prosecutors will wave it by giving a 

plea bargain, say, to the accused criminal so that people who are guilty of even more 

heinous crimes can be convicted by means of their testimony. Or in other cases the 

demands of retributive justice might be waived because imposing them would deny the 

moral rights of others and rob them of their rights.174 Therefore, just because punishment 

is in general justified doesn’t mean that it is always justified in some specific case. 

I introduced to you the other day Joel Feinberg, a very famous legal philosopher. In an 

article that he co-authored with Hyman Gross, Feinberg and Gross point out that there are 

occasions in which a person can be fully justified in producing an unjust effect upon 

another person. Person A may be justified in violating person B’s rights when there is no 

third alternative open to him. Feinberg and Gross say, “In that case, we can say that B 

was unjustly treated although A’s act resulting in that effect was not an instance of unjust 

behavior.  For an act to have an unjust quality (whatever its effects) it must be, 

objectively speaking, the wrong thing to do in the circumstances, unexcused and 

unjustified, voluntarily undertaken, and deliberately chosen by an unrushed actor who is 
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well aware of the alternatives open to him.”175 What Feinberg and Gross are saying is 

there are cases in which a person can be ultimately justified in producing an unjust result 

for some person – violating a person’s rights because of these overriding moral 

considerations. 

Apply that to the case of Christ. In the case of the death of Christ, the penal theorist says 

that God was fully justified in allowing Christ to be unjustly treated for the sake of the 

salvation of mankind. The biblical scholar Donald Carson reminds us, 

It is the unjust punishment of the Servant in Isaiah 53 that is so remarkable. 

Forgiveness, restoration, salvation, reconciliation–all are possible, not because 

sins have somehow been canceled as if they never were, but because another bore 

them unjustly. But by this adverb ‘unjustly’ I mean that the person who bore them 

was just and did not deserve the punishment, not that some moral ‘system’ that 

God was administering was thereby distorted.176 

In the specific case of Christ the demands of negative retributive justice were outweighed 

by heavier moral considerations so that even if it is true that God is an unqualified 

negative retributivist as well as positive retributivist, in view of these overriding moral 

considerations the demands of negative retributive justice can be waved in the case of 

Christ so that God could punish an innocent person. He can produce an unjust effect upon 

Christ even though he is fully justified morally in doing so. It is consistent with his divine 

nature. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: It seems like when you are saying somebody can be justified . . . a heinous 

action can be justified if it is better overall. That may be true. If two elevators are going 

to crash and you got one with twenty people and one with ten people so you let the ten 

one die, but you both are going to be punished. You are going to be punished for killing 

ten. You don’t want to kill thirty by not making a decision and they both fall. You are 

justifying Hitler and people like that when you use that logic. 

Dr. Craig: I guess I disagree. I think there can be cases where the just thing to do will be 

to allow an unjust act or effect to happen to a person and that this is the moral thing to do 

in virtue of these overriding moral considerations. 

Student: I would not call it moral or just. I would say it would be the best thing to do. 
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Dr. Craig: That word “best” is a moral term, right? 

Student: You are going to pay for killing those ten people. That is not removed.177 There 

are a lot of things . . .  

Dr. Craig: Let’s think of the examples that I appealed to where a plea bargain is offered 

to a criminal to give testimony that will serve to convict other people of even more 

heinous crimes. In a case like that, justice is not done to that criminal. The demands of 

justice are waved because of overriding considerations. It seems to me that there can be 

many other examples that we might think of where the prima facie demands of justice are 

not enforced because of these overriding ultimate concerns. 

Student: I don’t oppose that so much as killing somebody else so that say you have to kill 

one person so you can convict those twenty. I don’t see that. Not inflicting punishment on 

somebody is different. 

Dr. Craig: Well, the question would be then, in the case of Christ, would God be justified 

ultimately in punishing Christ for our sins and waiving the demands of negative 

retributive justice? It seems to me that plausibly he could. 

Student: I don’t believe God would punish an innocent man. He wouldn’t punish Christ. I 

believe Christ was no longer innocent when he voluntarily took our sin upon himself. 

Dr. Craig: OK! That is the next point. But what we are doing here is we are examining 

various ways of responding. 

Student: Point number three sounds like you are saying, God is crooked and doesn’t obey 

by the same law he puts over us. That would be true. So yeah that would be true but that 

is not the case. God is totally righteous. 

Dr. Craig: Well, I am going to agree with the point that you just made, but it does seem 

to me that this is an important distinction that is very common in legal discussions that 

allow the prima facie demands of justice to simply be waved in certain cases because 

there are overriding considerations. In the case of Christ, to me at least, I could see where 

God would waive the demands of negative retributive justice in order to secure the 

salvation of mankind. 

Student: I think he would put his justification or arbitrariness of his law in jeopardy if you 

were to do that. He would not punish Christ if Christ had not willfully received our sin. In 

fact, I think . . . 

Dr. Craig: Again, you are going on to the next point where I am going to agree with you. 

But for now I am making a more preliminary point. If you don’t like it, that’s fine. You 
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can reject it. But I think it is a point that is worth making that when people talk about the 

demands of retributive justice they are always talking about just prima facie demands and 

everyone recognizes that these demands are often waived because of overriding moral 

considerations that are heavier than the demands of retributive justice in specific cases. 

Student: Would you like to speak to the just war theory and the Old Testament where 

God having also used people and commanded them to do certain forms of justice and 

punishment to groups. 

Dr. Craig: I would have to think more about that. I think what you are getting at would 

be in the case of a just war you are justified in killing people, for example, and lying and 

doing other things that prima facie you wouldn’t be justified in doing. But because of 

these overriding moral considerations these are now morally permissible and perhaps 

even obligatory. I think you are making a similar point here or illustrating it. 

Student: For those who are pacifists, they would say regardless of just war they refuse to 

kill. They are very, very strict about that one aspect. 

Dr. Craig: Right. They would not compromise the prima facie demands in view of these 

ultima facie considerations. But just war people would. That is what I am pleading for 

here. I am going to say that in fact we don’t need to do that but that is the next point. 

Student: Don’t we have to draw a distinction between temporal justice and eternal 

justice?178 Because, for example, God’s justice is frequently deferred – his forbearance. 

We know that all things work together for good. Well, there is all kinds of evil that is not 

punished immediately. 

Dr. Craig: Right. Now, how would that apply to the case at hand – in the case of Christ? 

Student: The ultima facie – we don’t see immediate justice for evil deeds. Right? Because 

there is a better good in God’s plan. Why do we see injustice in the world if he is in 

control and could stop any circumstance if he chose to? He allows it to go on. He doesn’t 

have immediate justice for those sins because there is some greater good that he sees that 

we don’t necessarily see. 

Dr. Craig: Right. OK. I am not sure that I see the applicability to the question of whether 

or not God could have waved the demands of strict negative retributive justice in the case 

of Christ. Because there that wouldn’t ever be reversed. 

Student: No, no. Not with Christ. There are two distinctions I think. One is people versus 

Christ. And the other is eternal versus temporal. God’s justice is eternally absolute, but 

temporally we see all kinds of injustice that he allows and permits. 
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Dr. Craig: Sure. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me go on in the interest of time to my last point. And that is to question premise (4) 

of this argument – that Christ was an innocent person. 

Up to this point, we’ve just taken for granted that Christ was indeed an innocent person. 

But for penal substitution theorists like the Reformers like Francois Turretin that we 

examined, who affirmed that our sins were imputed to Christ, there is no question in the 

case of Christ of God’s punishing an innocent person and therefore violating even the 

prima facie demands of negative retributive justice. For in virtue of the imputation of our 

sins to Christ, Christ was legally guilty before God. Of course, one needs to add 

immediately that because our sins were merely imputed to Christ and not infused into 

Christ, Christ himself remains personally virtuous. He remains a paragon of compassion, 

selflessness, purity, courage, and so forth, but he was declared legally guilty by God in 

virtue of our sins being imputed to him. Therefore, he was legally liable to punishment.  

Therefore, given the doctrine of the imputation of sins, there is no need to compromise 

even the prima facie demands of negative retributive justice, which will make some of 

you feel more comfortable. I am sure in this case God can be both a positive and negative 

retributivist in an unqualified sense, but because of the imputation of our sins to Christ 

there is just no question here of God’s punishing an innocent person. 

The objector at this point might say, I think that imputing our sins to Christ is itself 

unjust. To impute our sins to an innocent person is itself an unjust act. Sometimes people 

like this will raise objections to vicarious liability in the law, which we’ve discussed in 

previous sessions, where the guilt or deeds of a subordinate can be imputed to his 

employer and the employer will be held liable or guilty for the deeds of his subordinate. 

Some people have protested that that is unjust, even if it is permitted in our legal system 

for practical reasons. But under what conditions would such vicarious liability be unjust? 

It would seem to me that it would be unjust only in the case in which it is non-voluntary. 

Only in the case in which vicarious liability is imputed in a non-voluntary way to the 

employer or superior. But suppose you have an employer who has compassion upon his 

employee and knows that it would destroy the employee to exact the demands of 

retributive justice at his hand.179 So the employer says, Exact it from me. I am willing to 

be made vicariously liable and to pay the entire liability – the entire penalty – for the 

deeds of my subordinate. In that case, how could that be said to be unjust? It seems to me 

that so long as it is voluntary there can be no charge of injustice in the imputation of the 

liability to the employer for the deeds done by the employee. 
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Therefore, given the doctrine of the imputation of sins, this argument, I think, again falls 

apart. It is unsound because it is not, in fact, true that Christ is an innocent person. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: In this connection, maybe someone can dig up the little passage where Paul talks 

about Onesimus and his wrongs, and Paul says, Put it on my account, and my good goes 

to him, and his bad goes to me. That sort of thing. 

Dr. Craig: I hadn't thought of that. That is in Philemon where Paul says, If he owes you 

anything, put it to my account. He is trying to free a runaway slave. That is an interesting 

metaphor because, as we saw, the whole idea of ransom and redemption was the word 

used in biblical times to buy slaves out of captivity and to give them freedom. That would 

be the case with Onesimus who was a renegade slave that Paul had led to Christ and now 

wants to allow to go free. 

Student: This might not be exactly on topic but it came to mind. This verse in 2 

Corinthians 5:21 that’s commonly said, He made the one who did not know sin to be sin. 

Some translations say, to become sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of 

God in him. A little research on that verse, I found out that there is some competing 

manuscripts that actually kind of read it more, to become a sin offering for us, not to 

become sin. That really changes the meaning of it because to say that he who did not 

know sin to become sin is like for him to be transformed and become sin itself is an 

entirely different thing than to become a sin offering for us. 

Dr. Craig: I think you are right that they are different. I don’t think this is based upon 

manuscript evidence, but just a different interpretation of the word for “sin” there. I take 

it at face value that this is teaching the doctrine of imputation, not infusion as you say. He 

can’t become an evil person. But legally our sins are imputed to Christ in the same way 

that his righteousness is imputed to us. 

END DISCUSSION 

To summarize and conclude, it seems to me that this objection to the doctrine of penal 

substitution is again very challengeable. If you don't hold that God punished Christ for 

our sins then step (6) goes by the board. On the other hand, on a Divine Command 

Theory of justice, God himself is the one who determines what is just or unjust, and so he 

can punish an innocent person if that accords with his nature. It does seem to accord with 

his nature that he would voluntarily give his own life as a sacrifice for our sins. If you 

say, no, the demands of retributive justice are essential to God and therefore cannot be 

compromised, then we distinguish between positive and negative retributive justice and 

say that while God is an unqualified positive retributivist, he is only qualifiedly a 

negative retributivist. He reserves for himself the right to punish an innocent divine 



person should he so want to. You can also then distinguish between the prima facie 

demands of retributive justice and the ultima facie demands and maintain that in the case 

of Christ there were overriding moral considerations so that God was perfectly acting in a 

just way to wave the demands of negative retributive justice in Christ’s case. All these 

would go to call into question premise (2) of the argument. Finally, the doctrine of the 

imputation of sins shows that Christ was not, in fact, an innocent person. He was legally 

guilty before God and therefore premise (4) of the argument is false. So it seems to me 

that all of the crucial premises in this argument are eminently challengeable and therefore 

there is no compelling objection to the justice of penal substitution.180 
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Lecture 22: Satisfaction of Divine Justice 

Today we want to turn to a new section in our study of the atonement on the satisfaction 

of divine justice. We have dealt with the central element of any Christian doctrine of the 

atonement which is penal substitution. We’ve seen that the objections to penal 

substitution which are based on either the definition of punishment or the justification of 

punishment are insufficiently nuanced and fail to show either any conceptual incoherence 

in the doctrine of penal substitution or any injustice in God’s punishing Christ in our 

place. 

A second element that any biblically adequate atonement theory must include is the 

notion of propitiation. In our first section we’ve in effect been dealing with the question 

of expiation – how our sin is paid for. But now we turn to propitiation which is the 

appeasement of God’s just wrath against sin. The source of God’s wrath is his retributive 

justice, and so the appeasement of wrath is a matter of the satisfaction of divine justice.  

We have seen that the satisfaction of divine justice takes place, not as St. Anselm 

thought, through compensation, but rather it takes place through penal substitution. 

It might be objected to this that penal substitution could not possibly meet the demands of 

divine retributive justice. The objection here is not that penal substitution would be unjust 

or immoral (we already dealt with that question) but rather that it would simply be 

ineffectual. Punishing another person for my crimes would do nothing to remove my guilt 

according to this objection. So how can penal substitution possibly satisfy God’s justice? 

Once this question is contextualized within a broader [meta-]ethical theory like Divine 

Command Theory (as I argued it must be), then the objection becomes a little odd, I think 

we have to say. For on Judeo-Christian theism God is the Legislator, the Judge, and the 

Ruler of the moral realm. Unlike our American system of government where we have 

three separate branches of government with a separation of powers between the 

legislative, the judicial, and the executive branch, in God’s case – in his government of 

the world – all three of these roles are rolled into one individual. God is the supreme 

Legislator, Judge, and Ruler of the moral realm. So if God determines that the demands 

of his justice are met by Christ’s substitutionary punishment, who is to gainsay him? He 

is the source of the moral law, he is its interpreter, and its executor. The role of the 

legislator is to pass laws and determine what would be against the law. The role of the 

judiciary is to interpret the laws and to determine that justice is meted out for crimes 

committed, and then it is the role of the executive to administer that justice and make sure 

it is carried out. So if God is the supreme Legislator, Judge, and Ruler and he himself 

determines what meets the demands of justice then what is the problem supposed to be? 



Let’s turn to the alleged unsatisfactoriness of penal substitution.181 Someone might say 

that if you say that God is the one who simply determines what satisfies the demands of 

his justice then God could have simply pardoned everyone’s sins without the satisfaction 

of his justice. He could have just forgiven everybody by fiat and not required that his 

justice be satisfied. As we saw in our survey of church history, the early church fathers 

(for the most part) freely embraced this consequence, as did Thomas Aquinas and Hugo 

Grotius later on. These thinkers held that the satisfaction of divine justice was not, in fact, 

necessary for human salvation or the remission of sin. Nevertheless they held that God 

had good reasons for punishing Christ substitutionarily. As Abelard and Grotius both 

saw, the passion of the Christ is a powerful display of both God’s love of people and his 

hatred of sin. It has proved powerfully attractive down through human history in drawing 

people to faith in Christ, especially as people themselves face innocent suffering. 

God’s pardoning sin without satisfaction would not necessarily imply universalism. 

Don’t think that if God just forgave everybody of their sins or issued a pardon for 

everyone’s sins that that would imply universal salvation. Because despite first 

appearances, God’s pardon would still require (or could still require) free acceptance on 

the part of the pardonees in order to be efficacious. It may be that only in a world which 

includes the passion of the Christ would the optimal number of people freely come to 

embrace God’s salvation and find eternal life. It is not at all implausible, I think, that a 

world in which the passion of the Christ is the means that God has chosen to achieve 

human salvation is a more effective means of doing so than a world in which he simply 

offers a free pardon without much cost or consequence. That might take on the 

appearance of cheap grace whereas a costly grace won only at the tremendous price of 

the passion of the Christ would be more effective in bringing men and women into a 

saving knowledge of God. 

So one can freely grant, if one wishes, that it was not necessary that divine justice be 

satisfied in order for God to remit sins and achieve human salvation. That would not be a 

significant objection to this view. 

Whether or not the passion was necessary, still penal substitution is supposed to satisfy 

divine justice. If this is the way that God has chosen to achieve human salvation, it is 

supposed to satisfy his justice. So we are still faced with the question: how can it do so?  

The response that I’ve given so far – that it is up to God what satisfies his justice; he is 

the one who determines – might seem to imply an account of satisfaction which is called 

acceptation among theologians. Acceptation is a theory that derives from the medieval 

theologian John Duns Scotus. Scotus maintained that God might have accepted any 

sacrifice he pleased as satisfactory for the demands of divine justice. No matter how 
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trivial, God might have said, Yes, that is enough; that satisfies my justice, because he is 

the one who determines what satisfies his justice. Defenders of penal substitution have 

not been sympathetic at all to acceptation theories like Scotus’. It would imply that God 

could have accepted as satisfactory to his justice the death of any ordinary human being 

on behalf of the human race or even the death of an animal like a goat or a sheep. But 

then it would not be true, as Scripture affirms, that “it is impossible that the blood of bulls 

and goats should take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4).182 The objector to substitutionary 

satisfaction would find a sympathetic ear among penal substitution theorists if he 

affirmed that retributive justice, as we know and understand it, is essential to God’s 

nature and so could not be satisfied by mere animal sacrifices. If we take retributive 

justice to be essential to the nature of God then mere animal sacrifices would not be 

enough to satisfy divine justice because it is also an axiom of retributive justice that the 

punishment must be proportional to the crime. So, for example, if a judge were to 

sentence a serial killer to twenty hours of community service for his murderous rampage, 

that would be a travesty of justice. That clearly would not satisfy the demands of justice. 

That would be a miscarriage of justice. The punishment has to be proportional to the 

crime if the demands of retributive justice are to be met. Therefore, acceptation theories, I 

think, would be rightly rejected by any theorist who thinks that retributive justice is 

essential to the nature of God and therefore demands a sacrifice or payment for sin that is 

proportional to its gravity. But then we are faced again with this question: how can the 

punishment of Christ satisfy the demands of God’s retributive justice? To take away our 

liability to punishment, it would have to take away our guilt because if retributive justice 

is correct the guilty deserve punishment. Somehow the death of Christ – the 

substitutionary punishment of Christ – would have to take away our guilt if it is to free us 

from the demands of punishment. The question is: how does penal substitution take away 

guilt? 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Didn’t God tell Adam that the penalty for sin was death? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: So it seems to me that death had to occur to be the penalty. Therefore, something 

of that magnitude would have to take place. He is saying that we deserve death. We 

deserve separation from him. We are no longer to be his children. So there has to be 

something of that magnitude to allow us access back to him. 

Dr. Craig: What you are raising here is the really important question of the nature of the 

necessity of the satisfaction of divine justice. Clearly this isn’t a sort of unconditional 
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necessity that the passion of the Christ take place and the incarnation because it is not 

necessary that God create a universe at all. God could have just remained alone and not 

created any universe. So there isn’t any sort of absolute necessity that the incarnation and 

passion of Christ take place. Rather, the question is: given human sin and God’s desire to 

save human persons, is then the satisfaction of divine justice necessary? People like 

Anselm and most of the Reformers would say yes. There is a kind of conditional 

necessity that attaches to the atonement – namely, given human sin and God’s desire to 

save people then it is necessary that satisfaction for divine justice be made.183 I think 

what you are saying is that if we think of retributive justice as essential to God and that 

the punishment must be proportionate to the crime then this is a capital offense and 

therefore deserves death and that means that not any sort of animal or trivial sacrifice is 

going to be enough. That seems to me to be quite right. 

Student: On that note, it seems like it would only be unsatisfactory if Christ were not 

truly man, truly god. For him to be man and to actually die and bear that punishment and 

to take that on. Anyone else could do that, but because of his human nature he did that. 

But also because of his divine nature he was able to take on and survive that death and 

come back to life. He took on the infinite punishment we were due. 

Dr. Craig: This is exactly the position of St. Anselm and the Reformers – that the deity of 

Christ is required if adequate satisfaction is to be made because of the gravity of the 

crimes and that they belong to all of humanity for all of human history. Therefore it 

requires a god-man – someone who is both human and divine. The question is: how can 

that happen? How is it that the punishment of the god-man serves to satisfy God’s justice 

for crimes that I’ve committed? That is the question that we are going to deal with. 

Student: Hebrews 6:4 says, “For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, 

and have tasted of the heavenly gift, and were made partakers of the Holy Ghost, and 

have tasted the good word of God, and the powers of the world to come, if they shall fall 

away, to renew them again unto repentance; seeing they crucify to themselves the Son of 

God afresh, and put him to an open shame.” I think this passage is basically saying that 

when Christ died for our sin it is our identification or our admittance that he has taken the 

punishment for our sins. If we continue to sin we are crucifying him again and again. If 

we continue to deny the fact that he has done this substitution punishment for us then we 

are crucifying him again. God is caring about our conscience and agreement that the 

wages of sin is death and that my punishment is taken. It is that mindset; that 

understanding or realization saves us. We do not crucify Christ again and again by 

remaining in a sinful state. 
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Dr. Craig: This is a much, much disputed passage as to how it is to be understood. Does 

this teach that a genuinely born again regenerate Christian can lose his salvation by 

committing apostasy and denying Christ? Or is this talking about people who have 

simply been going through the motions of being a Christian but are in fact really 

unregenerate and so never had salvation in the first place? We are going to take that up 

when we get to the doctrine of salvation. We will talk about this question of whether or 

not a person can lose his salvation. But for now I don’t think that we need to address that 

in dealing with the satisfaction of divine justice. What this would simply indicate is that if 

your punishment is not borne by Christ – if you reject Christ – then you are going to 

reject the payment that has been made on your behalf and there is no hope for you for 

salvation. 

Student: It is the decision that brings us into the salvation that we identify with his 

substitution. 

Dr. Craig: I'll say something more about that later on as well. That is a question of how 

we appropriate the benefits of Christ's atoning death. I don't think they are applied 

automatically. I think you are quite right in saying that we need to individually 

appropriate the benefits of Christ's death through faith and repentance. We will talk about 

that later as well.184 

Student: In Genesis, did God say he would punish us for eating the fruit of the tree or that 

we would die as a consequence? 

Dr. Craig: I didn't want to get into that! So I let that go by when someone said it was the 

penalty. I think you are quite right in saying that it is not clear in the Genesis passage 

whether death is the consequence of sin or whether it is the punishment for sin. I don't 

think that verse in isolation makes that clear. God simply says, In the day you eat of it you 

will die. Is that warning, If you drink this poison you are going to die as a consequence? 

Or is it saying, If you do this wrongful thing I am going to punish you; this is a capital 

offense? I would argue that when we look at the broader teaching of Scripture then I think 

it is evident that death is more than just a consequence of sin; that it is an actual 

punishment for sin. Remember what Paul says in Romans 1:32, “Those who do such 

things deserve to die,” which is the essence of retributive justice. This is their just desert 

from God. So I think you are right in saying that proof text taken in isolation doesn't 

determine the issue. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let's go on to the next point which is responses to the alleged unsatisfactoriness of penal 

substitution. Remember I said that in order to take away our liability to punishment 
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somehow Christ's substitutionary punishment must take away our guilt because it is in 

virtue of our guilt that we deserve punishment. In asking about the satisfactoriness of 

penal substitution, maybe we can get at this question by asking: how does punishment 

ordinarily serve to remove guilt? Or, alternatively, how does a pardon, for that matter, 

serve to remove guilt? What takes away guilt? In criminal law guilt is determined or 

constituted typically by a wrongful act (which is called an actus reus in Latin) plus a 

blameworthy mental state (which is called the mens rea). The combination of a wrongful 

act and a blameworthy mental state is typically taken to constitute moral responsibility or 

just desert. If a person has committed a wrongful act and has a blameworthy mental state 

then he deserves punishment. His just desert is to be punished. It would follow that if 

guilt is something that is ineradicable and permanent then punishment could never take 

away guilt because punishment would never change the fact that someone committed a 

wrongful act nor that he had a blameworthy mental state. Punishment would do nothing 

to remove guilt. Guilt could never be removed. Therefore it seems to me what we have to 

do is to take the tense of the verbs here seriously. What we have to say is that a person 

who has committed a wrongful act and had a blameworthy mental state was guilty but in 

virtue of being punished for that crime he now no longer is guilty. Guilt is a property 

which can be temporarily possessed and taken away through either discharging your 

sentence by serving your sentence (fulfilling your just desert) or by a pardon which 

would cancel your punishment. So it seems to me that guilt is a property that is 

temporarily possessed by a person and that is removed through either punishment or 

pardon. So what is this property that we call guilt? It is very difficult to define. But it 

seems to me that it is most simply and plausibly understood to be simply liability to 

punishment.185 Guilt is liability to punishment. When a court finds a person guilty it is 

declaring that that person is liable to punishment. If you say he is guilty of murder, it 

means he is liable for punishment for murder. If you say he is guilty of theft, you mean he 

is liable to punishment for theft. 

If we understand guilt to simply be liability to punishment then it is easy to see how 

punishment would take away guilt because one would discharge one's liability to 

punishment by serving one's sentence. In virtue of having served the sentence, one is no 

longer guilty. 

That raises the question: why can't a substitute discharge my liability to punishment? The 

philosopher David Lewis suggests that our justice system is deeply conflicted about this 

question. He thinks that criminal law does not permit substitutionary punishment. But he 

says civil law does. Civil law is private law. Lawsuits between private properties suing 

for damages because of wrongful acts. In civil law, Lewis points out, we do accept penal 
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substitution. For example, a friend can pay your fine for you if everyone is agreed to the 

arrangement. “Yet this is just as much a case of penal substitution as the others.” Lewis 

rejects the view that these penalties are not really punishments. He says some of these 

fines can be just as burdensome as prison sentences—and, I think we can say, just as 

censorious. Indeed, sometimes punitive damages are assessed to a plaintiff. If we were 

single-mindedly against penal substitution, Lewis says, we would conclude that fines are 

an unsatisfactory form of punishment. I take that to mean in a literal sense. Fines would 

be unsatisfactory. That is to say, they would not satisfy justice’s demands. Yet, Lewis 

says, we don't say that. We accept that fines are a satisfactory form of punishment even 

though they can involve penal substitution. Someone else can pay the fine on your behalf.  

Lewis summarizes in this paragraph. By the way, Lewis is not a Christian. He was an 

atheist or agnostic. He says, 

If the rest of us were to make so bold as to rebuke the Christians for their two-

mindedness, they would have a good tu quoque against us. 

What is a tu quoque? This is a Latin phrase which means, “You, too!” or “The same to 

you!” or “What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander!” or “That is the pot calling 

the kettle black!” Tu quoque just means “same to you!” Lewis says if we criticize 

Christians for their belief in penal substitution, they have a “same to you” response 

available to them because in civil law we all accept penal substitution when it comes to 

fines. He says, 

It indicates that both sides agree that penal substitution sometimes makes sense 

after all, even if none can say how it makes sense. And if both sides agree to that, 

that is some evidence that somehow they might both be right. 

That is to say, they might both be right that penal substitution may sometimes satisfy 

justice’s demands, which is just what the Reformers maintained. 

So in civil law we do see examples of penal substitution in our justice system. Moreover, 

I think that Lewis was mistaken in thinking that we don’t find this in criminal law. In 

fact, it seems that in criminal law as well there are examples of penal substitution. 

Remember we talked about vicarious liability where the crime of a subordinate is 

imputed to his superior so that the superior (usually an employer) comes to be vicariously 

liable for the deeds of his employee even though he did not do those deeds himself.186 

In cases involving vicarious liability, you have the guilt of the subordinate imputed to an 

innocent superior. Both parties are held guilty for the wrongdoing which only the 

subordinate actually committed and either or both may be punished. But if the superior 

chooses to bear the full punishment for the crime then the subordinate will not and may 
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not be punished for that same crime. The superior is punished for the crime, and that 

satisfies justice both for himself and for his subordinate. That looks for all the world to 

me like penal substitution.  

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I was just thinking about this idea about the punishment should fit the crime and 

how much guilt do we have collectively to heap on Christ. I thought there was a great 

quote from Timothy Keller in the service this morning when he talked about that we are 

far more guilty than we would be willing to admit to sin and far more loved than we 

would be willing to understand. But on these crimes, you think about the intentional 

crimes that require both the actus reus and the mens rea, that would imply that the only 

sins would be intentional sins where we have the evil thought in our mind which in itself 

would be a sin but then we choose to act on it and act in an intentional way. But all 

through the law of the books of Moses there is a differentiation just like there is in our 

system between crimes that involve the mens rea and crimes that are called strict liability 

where even if you didn’t know it was against the law or didn’t mean to break the law it is 

still illegal. I am thinking of the guy when David was bringing the ark of the covenant 

back to the city and he reached out to touch the ark of the covenant to steady it so it 

didn’t fall off the cart, and he was struck dead by God. That was a crime of strict liability. 

It didn’t matter whether his intention was good or not. The crime of touching that item 

that was so holy was death. So even if we thought, I’ve made it through my whole life 

without choosing to do anything wrong (which is hard to imagine anyone could but let’s 

just say someone could), there would still be all these other wrongful acts they’ve done 

without the mens rea. There is strict liability things like, for instance, having an evil 

thought, that we can’t even possibly be in control of that have amounted to a huge sin 

debt that we have. This is far more than most of us probably would be ready to admit. 

Dr. Craig: I’m not sure I agree with you about the evil thought not being an example of 

something that is intentional and blameworthy. But nevertheless your point is an 

excellent one. I want to recall to your memory when we talked about crimes of strict 

liability in this class. Remember we talked about a woman who is out shopping and some 

criminal sticks a handgun in her purse when she is not looking. Then she is discovered by 

the store or the police to be carrying this unlicensed firearm. She can be convicted for 

illegal possession of firearms even though she is entirely blameless. She does not have a 

blameworthy mental state, but this is a crime of strict liability as are, for example, 

possession of narcotics or sale of tainted food products or selling prescription drugs 

without a valid prescription. All of these are crimes of strict liability. So you are quite 

right in saying that while these may be sufficient conditions for guilt, they are not 

necessary for guilt. This is a great illustration of this philosophical distinction between 



sufficient and necessary conditions. These would be sufficient for guilt but they would 

not be necessary for guilt. 

Student: I am sure there are attorneys in the room that can correct me if I’m wrong but the 

differential between civil cases and criminal cases (if I understand correctly) I don’t think 

you are actually finding guilt in a civil case. You are finding liability, but you are not 

finding guilt. Whereas in a criminal case you are finding guilt. Does that change the way 

you view the analogy?187 

Dr. Craig: It could. On the civil case, say you are assessed some sort of damages that you 

have to pay because you have wronged the other party. Some would say this is just a 

penalty or a fee but you are not really being punished because you haven’t been found 

guilty. As I say, Lewis just disagrees with that view. He says these penalties are just as 

burdensome as punishments (for example, imprisonment) and they are just as censorious 

(they also serve to express condemnation and censure in many cases – what was done 

was wrong). He, while recognizing that distinction, is critical of it. But the point I am 

making is that even if you grant that there is that distinction to be made nevertheless this 

notion of penal substitution appears in criminal law as well as in civil law. It is in cases 

which crimes are committed by employees in the course of their employment which are 

then imputed to their employer. 

Student: But in that situation isn’t that an indictment on the employer for failure to 

supervise or failure to train or something? 

Dr. Craig: No. As I said before when we talked about vicarious liability in this class, this 

is not a case in which the employer is cited for negligence or recklessness or something 

else of that sort. In fact, here I do want to say a little bit more about what someone earlier 

said. This blameworthy mental state, as you know I’m sure, includes more than just 

intentional wrongdoing because there are crimes of omission like depraved indifference 

or reckless endangerment. Anybody who has watched Law and Order on television sees 

how McCoy will argue to get the accused on a blameworthy mental state that may not 

involve the intentional commission of a crime but he is guilty of depraved indifference or 

reckless endangerment. There are crimes that involve a blameworthy mental state even if 

it isn’t an intentional state in that way. It can be a sin of omission. 

Student: Some other examples that are noteworthy might be wrongful death lawsuits 

where there was an alleged commission of a crime and this was . . .  

Dr. Craig: I think you are absolutely right. Think of the O. J. Simpson case. He was 

found innocent in the criminal case against him, but then he was found to owe, as you 

say, penalties for wrongful death in the civil case. It is the very same act that counts as a 
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criminal act that is assessed these damages, for example for wrongful death. That would, 

I think, really show that these are punitive. 

Student: Some other similar maybe not as profound but other examples might be product 

liability cases because the product liability has gotten so expansive that even if equipment 

was modified or the operator was acting aside from constraints or proper operating 

procedure or whatever, manufacturers are still found liable for people getting hurt on 

equipment. 

Dr. Craig: I don’t know anything about that. That sounds to me like one of these cases of 

strict liability. I don’t know. But that would be worth looking into, I think. 

Student: This would be more of the same. 

Dr. Craig: Yeah, another example. 

Student: To the other point about not knowing about your sins, Psalm 19 says who can 

know his sins? There are things . . . we commit sins we don’t even know about much less 

presumptuous ones and ones that occur in the course of activities. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, certainly. 

END DISCUSSION 

OK. Good discussion. Let us conclude at this point.188 
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Lecture 23: Representation 

We’ve been thinking about how the substitutionary punishment of Christ serves to satisfy 

the demands of God’s retributive justice. Last time we saw that penal substitution 

actually takes place within the Anglo-American justice system. Particularly we saw in 

civil law that substitutes are allowed to pay the penalties that are sometimes exacted by 

the court, and that even in criminal law there are cases of vicarious liability where the 

guilt of an employee is imputed to his employer and the employer may be punished on 

behalf of both of them. Thus in the American justice system the satisfactoriness of penal 

substitution is in some cases recognized. You will remember the philosopher David 

Lewis said, as I quoted him last week, that this indicates that both sides agree that penal 

substitution sometimes makes sense even if none can say how it makes sense. 

Protestant theologians like Francois Turretin (that we looked at in the past) offered an 

account to make sense of penal substitution in the case of Christ. Turretin maintains that 

Christ is not only our substitute but also our representative before God. This requires us 

to say a word about the nature of substitution and representation. Though these are 

similar, they are not the same thing. In a case of simple substitution someone takes the 

place of another person but he does not represent that person. A great example of this 

would be a pinch hitter in baseball. The pinch hitter enters the lineup to bat in place of 

another player. He in no sense represents that other player. He is a substitute for the other 

player but he doesn’t represent him. That is why the player who is replaced is not 

affected by the performance of the pinch hitter. The pinch hitter’s batting average is 

entirely independent of the batting average of the player that he replaces. He substitutes 

for the player in the lineup but he in no sense represents that player. On the other hand, a 

representative acts on behalf of another person and serves as that person’s spokesman. 

For example, this baseball player also has an agent who represents the player in his 

contract negotiations with the team. The representative does not replace the player but 

rather he advocates on behalf of the player. 

Turretin believes that in dying for our sins Christ is both our substitute and our 

representative before God. He was our substitute because he was punished in our place. 

He is the one who bore the suffering that we deserved. But he also represented us before 

God so that his punishment was our punishment. In 2 Corinthians 5:14 Paul says, “For 

we are convinced that one has died for all, therefore all have died.” Christ died for all, 

therefore all who are represented by him have died. A good illustration of this 

combination of substitution and representation would be the role of a proxy at a 

shareholders’ meeting.189 If we cannot attend the shareholders’ meeting ourselves, we 

may receive a form in the mail authorizing someone else to serve as our proxy at the 
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shareholders’ meeting. He votes for us, and because he has been authorized to do so, his 

votes are our votes. So he is a substitute for us in the sense that he attends the meeting, 

not we. On the other hand, he is also our representative in that he does not vote instead of 

us; rather he votes on our behalf so that we vote. We vote by proxy. Similarly, Christ was 

not merely punished instead of us; rather we were punished by proxy. For that reason, 

divine justice is satisfied. 

How is it that we are represented by Christ? Turretin proposed two ways in which we are 

in union with Christ and therefore united with him as our representative. The first way, he 

said, is by way of his incarnation. He takes on our human nature and therefore becomes 

our representative before God. Secondly, though, he said he is also our representative in 

virtue of our mystical union with Christ as believers. He is the head of his body – the 

church. Believers are united with Christ in this intimate way. 

Theologians will often appeal to this latter union of believers with Christ in order to 

explain the efficacy of his atonement. They will say because we are united with Christ 

therefore Christ dies for our sins, he represents us before God, and divine justice is 

satisfied. But it seems to me that such an account is explanatorily circular and therefore 

untenable. Turretin maintained that it is our union with Christ that is the basis for the 

imputation of our sins to Christ and his justification or righteousness being imputed to us. 

On the one hand, it is in virtue of our union with Christ that the imputation of sins and 

our justification takes place. But the problem is that the mystical union of believers with 

Christ is available only for those who already are justified in Christ. So you seem to have 

an explanatory circle here: in order to have your sins imputed to Christ and to be justified 

you need to be in union with Christ, but in order to be in union with Christ you need to 

have your sins imputed to him and his righteousness imputed to you. So there is a vicious 

explanatory circle here. You need to already be a Christian in order to be a beneficiary of 

imputation and justification, but to be in union with Christ (to be a Christian) you need to 

have imputation and justification. So it seems to me that what we need here is a 

relationship of explanatory priority that goes from our union with Christ to our 

imputation of sins to him and our justification. 

I think, therefore, Turretin’s first proposal is to be preferred. That is to say, this is a union 

that is wrought by Christ’s incarnation (and, I would want to add here, his baptism). In 

his baptism, Jesus identified himself with fallen sinful humanity.190 Christ himself being 

sinless did not need to undergo John’s baptism or repentance of sins. But he agreed to do 

it anyway thereby expressing his solidarity with fallen sinful mankind. So I would say 

that in virtue of his incarnation and baptism Christ is appointed by God to serve as our 

proxy before God. It is of little consequence if there is no parallel to this in our criminal 
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justice system because God might even forbid this arrangement among human persons. 

But, as we’ve seen, he is free to make such an arrangement for himself for a divine 

person. The Logos, the second person of the Trinity, has been voluntarily appointed to 

serve as our proxy by means of his incarnation and baptism, so that by his death he might 

satisfy the demands of God’s justice on our behalf. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: In like manner, couldn't you say that in addition to the baptism, also when he 

took our sins at the cross voluntarily? It would be like when you look at the verse, For 

God so loved the world as it was cut off that he gave his Son to join us. Or like, Before 

the foundation of the world, he was slain. He took upon himself to perform the union. 

Dr. Craig: Are you saying that with the baptism that he not merely identifies himself with 

fallen humanity but this is actually the point at which he becomes the sin bearer and bears 

our sins? 

Student: No. I think it is a step in the middle to show us examples getting closer. In the 

Garden of Gethsemane. And on the cross he takes our sins. 

Dr. Craig: I am quite open to that. I think that ultimately Christ doesn't become the sin 

bearer in the full sense until his death because the consequences and punishment for sin is 

death. So when our sins are fully imputed to him and God judges him it must result in his 

death. God could not have halted it before the death and had full satisfaction of divine 

justice. 

Student: Just a comment on the substitutionary aspects of our justice system. I don't know 

if you need, like you mentioned, an analogy to modern American jurisprudence in order 

to argue that the atonement is morally sound. But probably the closest thing to 

substitutionary or vicarious punishment in the criminal justice system would be where 

there is a fine or a financial condition at the criminal sentence which often occurs. It 

could be restitution but usually a fine is involved. The money to satisfy that condition 

could come from anywhere. It could be paid by parents. For example, a young person 

who gets a DUI the parents probably pay the fine for their child. Or the defendant could 

borrow the money from a bank. I don't know that you want to say that the parents are 

being punished as substitutes for the defendant or the bank is being punished as a 

substitute for the defendant, but there is a substitutionary aspect that I guess you could 

say. That is very typical that money to satisfy the financial condition comes from a 

different source than the defendant. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is a very good point. It is a little odd that David Lewis didn't make 

that application. He talks about that in civil law, but as you say fines are often criminal 

penalties that could be paid by someone else. I think you are making a very good point. 



I do want to emphasize what you said at the beginning. You don't need to have analogies 

to penal substitution in the Anglo-American justice system in order to defend its 

satisfactoriness. In fact, I think that this account by Turretin is just brilliant and 

satisfactory on its own. But if you do find in our justice system analogs to it, I think this 

helps the case to say, This does satisfy justice. It is recognized by legal theorists who have 

poured thousands of hours into this justice system. Where one can find these analogies, I 

think they are very, very helpful in providing parallel illustrations to these theological 

points.191 

Student: Where you had the supposed conflict between the union, imputation, 

justification – it seemed to me these all happened simultaneously. This is not a temporal 

conflict here. 

Dr. Craig: I understand. He is making a very good point here. What we are talking about 

is not a chronological priority. As you say, these could be simultaneous. We are talking 

about an explanatory priority. That is to say, in virtue of what are my sins imputed to 

Christ and his righteousness imputed to me? It is in virtue of our union with Christ, and I 

would say through the incarnation and baptism. But you are quite right in saying that the 

precedence here is explanatory and not chronological. 

END DISCUSSION 

You may remember that Socinus, the 16th century unitarian theologian who attacked 

penal substitution so vehemently, objected that Christ's satisfying the demands of God's 

justice is incompatible with God's forgiving our sins and remitting our debt. If Christ has 

paid the debt for us then there is nothing left to forgive. So it is incompatible, Socinus 

said, to say that Christ paid our debt and that God forgives us of the debt that Christ has 

paid. 

How might we respond to this objection? I think Hugo Grotius pointed out a central 

failing of Socinus' theology that is unfortunately all too common today among atonement 

theorists. And that is to say Socinus thinks of God as a private person in a personal 

dispute. For example, a creditor to whom someone owes money. Such a creditor could 

easily forgive the debt if he so wished. That is up to him. We shouldn't think of God in 

terms of a private party in a personal dispute. Rather, as Grotius points out, God is in the 

role of ruler and judge of the world and therefore fulfills this legal capacity. Far too many 

contemporary atonement theorists neglect this legal aspect of God's role in the atonement. 

Instead they turn to these personal, private relationships as analogies of the atonement 

rather than to legal analogies. Thereby they overlook God's official role as judge and 

ruler of the universe. Indeed, I think that rather than conceive of God's forgiveness on the 
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model of the forgiveness that typically takes place among human beings in personal 

relationships, divine forgiveness is much more like a legal pardon. Forgiveness among 

human persons is a relinquishing of resentment or bitterness – a change of attitude on the 

part of the person wronged. But a legal pardon is much more than a subjective change of 

attitude. It involves the cancellation of the person's liability to punishment. It involves the 

annulling of the consequences of the crime for which that person is pardoned. So pardon 

is a legal act which cancels a person's liability to punishment. It is not just a subjective 

change of attitude on God's part toward us. 

As a legal act, a pardon does not affect the moral status of the person who is pardoned. If 

the President pardons some hardened criminal, in virtue of that pardon, that hardened 

criminal doesn't suddenly become a virtuous, loving, selfless person.192 Similarly, our 

legal pardon by God does not automatically make us into virtuous, holy, good people. 

Our legal pardon by God needs to be supplemented by moral sanctification if we are to 

become all that we are in Christ. On the one hand there is justification which is this legal 

act whereby God declares us pardoned of our sins. But then there is the life-long process 

of sanctification whereby we become increasingly conformed to the image and character 

of Christ until we go home to be with him in glory. 

Socinus implies that God's pardoning our sins would be incompatible with the 

satisfaction of divine justice by Christ on our behalf. If Christ has been punished for those 

sins then we cannot be pardoned for those sins. But in fact pardons are typically given 

after a person's prison sentence has been fully served and the demands of justice satisfied. 

In fact, you cannot even apply to the Office of Pardon Attorney in the United States until 

five years after your sentence has been fully served and justice fully satisfied. When you 

receive a pardon you not only are released from all of the legal consequences of your 

crime but that pardon also restores to you all of the civil rights which have been lost as a 

result of your conviction – for example, the right to vote, the right to serve on a jury, the 

right to attend stockholders' meetings, and things of this sort. Similarly, our pardon by 

God not only results in the forgiveness of our sins but it bestows upon us all of the rights 

of the children of God – things like adoption as sons, heirs of eternal life – which are in 

themselves also legal notions when you think about it. So a pardon from God both 

cancels our liability to punishment but then also bestows upon us the rights and privileges 

that are inherent to a child of God. These pardons, as I say, are fully compatible with the 

sentence already having been discharged. 

So if Christ has paid our sentence fully, God can therefore say the demands of justice has 

been met and now I offer you a full pardon if you will receive it. Significantly, pardons 

can be conditional. The President can offer a person a pardon based upon certain 
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conditions which he must agree to and fulfill if he is to be pardoned. If he refuses those 

conditions then the pardon, though granted by the President, is inefficacious – it has no 

effect whatsoever. Similarly, God's pardon of us in Christ can be conditioned upon 

repentance and faith on our part. It needs to be freely accepted in which case it is 

efficacious. If it is freely refused then we remain liable for our sins. 

So God, seeing the demands of retributive justice have been fully met by Christ's 

substitutionary punishment, can therefore turn to us and offer us a full pardon of the sins 

that we have committed. It is in that sense, I think, that we can say that God has 

graciously and out of mercy forgiven our sins. Colossians 2:13-14 says, 

And you, who were dead in trespasses . . . , God made alive together with him 

[Christ], having forgiven us all our trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that 

stood against us with its legal demands; this he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 

It is through the cross of Christ that this legal punishment that stood against us is set aside 

and divine forgiveness is made available.193 So forgiveness in this legal sense is the 

declaration by God that the punishment has been fully paid and that therefore we are now 

free. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I have a question about the preemptive nature of God's pardon. Not only did God 

forgive us of our sins in the past, we are forgiven of future sin. When it comes to divine 

justice, this is to me the most strange aspect of it. Over time the pardon becomes actually 

more valuable because not only are you forgiven for all your sins but you are going to be 

forgiven for all the other how ever many millions you are going to commit between now 

and eternity. How can you help me understand that a little bit? 

Dr. Craig: I don't have any firm opinions on this, but let me share with you what Turretin 

says and I find very persuasive. Turretin says that God does not forgive your future sins. 

He says the atonement of Christ is sufficient to cover them once they occur. So as you 

say you will be forgiven. But he says you can't be forgiven for future sins because they 

haven't been committed, and therefore you are not guilty. You can't be guilty of 

something you haven't done. This takes tense seriously. This takes the view of time, 

according to which temporal becoming is real and the future doesn't exist, very seriously. 

That seems quite right. A person in the future who doesn't even exist hasn't done anything 

wrong. He hasn't committed any sin. It is not as though that person can be forgiven. But 

what Turretin would say is that the suffering of Christ on behalf of humanity is so 

superabundant of infinite value, in fact, that it suffices for the forgiveness of anyone's 

sins once that person commits those sins and turns to God in repentance and faith and 
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thereby appropriates that forgiveness. This is this old distinction that I think we've talked 

about before of the difference between redemption accomplished and applied. It is 

accomplished at the cross but it is applied historically over time as people come into 

existence, sin, repent, and turn to God in faith, and then become members of the body of 

Christ and come into relationship with him. 

Student: A historical example comes to mind. I am thinking of Gerald Ford's pardon of 

Richard Nixon who was never actually charged with a crime but the pardon said you can't 

even prosecute this guy. 

Dr. Craig: I love this! This is so good! There are very few conditions on a presidential 

pardon, but one of them is that you cannot be pardoned for something you have not yet 

done. You can't get a pardon for future crimes. In the case of Richard Nixon, the acts for 

which he was pardoned had been done. The wrongdoing had been done. Pardons can be 

given either prior to conviction, during the court process, or after sentencing and indeed 

after the sentence has been discharged. But they cannot be given for crimes that have not 

yet been committed. That is the point that Turretin is making, and he is exactly on all 

fours with the American justice system in saying that although Ford could pardon Nixon 

for the wrongdoing he had done prior to conviction, he couldn't pardon someone for some 

future crime that he might commit. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me just wrap up this section very briefly then by saying as for Socinus' arguments 

against Christ's death being sufficient to satisfy for humanity’s sins, I again consider 

Turretin's response based on the deity of Christ to be entirely adequate.194 On Turretin's 

view, Christ in virtue of his deity undergoes a punishment that has infinite worth before 

God and is therefore superabundant and able to satisfy for all of the sins of humanity that 

they ever have committed or ever will commit. It is the withdrawal of divine fellowship 

and blessedness that Christ experiences in dying on the cross that is this horrible suffering 

or penalty that Christ pays which suffices to satisfy for all persons at all time. Remember 

Socinus didn't think that Christ was God. He was a unitarian; an anti-trinitarian. He 

thought he was just a human being. But if you believe in the deity of Christ as Turretin 

did then it seems to me that his punishment is superabundant and ample to pay for the 

sins of all of humanity and more.195 
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Lecture 24: Redemption and Moral Influence 

Today we are going to wrap up our long series on the doctrine of the atonement. But 

before we turn to our new subject for today I want to just say a final word concerning the 

satisfaction of divine justice that we closed with last time. 

You will remember I said that on the analysis of the French-Swiss theologian, Francois 

Turretin, that the punishment suffered by Christ was God the Father's withdrawing from 

him the beatific vision of God and suspending the joy and the comfort and sense and 

fellowship of the full felicity of communion with God. It is important to understand that 

although Christ suffers this as a divine person, he does so in his human nature, not in his 

divine nature. It is Jesus Christ, the man, who makes atonement for our sin and who 

becomes our sin-bearer and bears the punishment for our sin and hence the necessity of 

the incarnation. Hebrews 2:14-15 says, 

Since therefore the children [that's us] share in flesh and blood, he himself 

likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who 

has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of 

death were subject to lifelong bondage. 

So it is in his humanity and that common human nature that Christ shares with us that he 

experiences death and the rupture of fellowship with God the Father on the cross thereby 

bearing our punishment. 

I think that this understanding of Christ’s punishment fits in very nicely with the model 

of the incarnation that I laid out in the previous section in this Defenders class. You will 

remember when we talked about the incarnation, I offered a model of the incarnation 

according to which the divine aspects of the second person of the Trinity (the Logos) 

were largely subliminal or subconscious during the life of Christ, and that his waking 

consciousness was purely consistent with a human experience. So as a human being he 

bore all of the anxieties and the sufferings and the weaknesses that we do and so could 

identify with us. It would be Christ in his waking human consciousness that would 

experience this bereavement of fellowship with God the Father on the cross and the 

forsakeness by God the Father. The divine subliminal – the Logos himself – isn't in his 

divine nature ruptured from fellowship with God the Father. But it would be in this 

waking human consciousness – in his human nature – that the person of the Logos would 

suffer these bereavements and so bear the punishment for our sin in his human nature. 

It is the divine Logos himself who suffers these punishments but he does so in his human 

nature. 

We've reviewed, first, penal substitution as an essential, and I would say, central element 

of any biblically adequate atonement theory. Secondly, we looked at the satisfaction of 



divine justice as an essential element of any adequate atonement theory. Today we come 

to number three – the third motif or facet or element – of any adequate atonement theory, 

and that will be redemption. 

Redemption through Christ’s blood will be a vital part of any biblically adequate 

atonement theory.196 Christ’s atoning death frees us from bondage to sin, death, and hell 

and so liberates us from Satan’s power. Contemporary ransom theorists recognize that the 

ransom price of our redemption need not be thought of as paid to Satan (as the church 

fathers thought) in order to release us from bondage. Rather the ransom price is paid to 

God to discharge the debt of punishment that we owe to divine justice. Just as we speak 

of a criminal’s having “paid his debt to society” by fully serving the sentence of 

punishment for his crime, so we can speak of Christ’s having paid the debt that we owe to 

God. This is a debt of punishment. Talk of ransom is therefore a metaphor for penal 

substitution. We are back to penal substitution again. Ransom theories are thus not 

standalone theories of the atonement but they are a facet of any atonement theory that 

will have penal substitution at its very heart. 

Redemption should be augmented by other motifs which we've not had the time to 

address such as becoming a new creation in Christ. 2 Corinthians 5:17 says, “If any one is 

in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, and behold, the new has come.” 

Part of our reconciliation to God will be becoming this new creation. 

Atonement from sin is a forensic transaction. That is to say it is a legal transaction. A 

merely legal or forensic transaction would be powerless to transform our lives without 

the work of the Holy Spirit in regeneration and sanctification. Justification is a legal 

transaction whereby our sins are imputed to Christ, he pays the penalty that those sins 

deserve, and therefore we are declared legally righteous before God. But we don't, in 

virtue of that, become virtuous, selfless, loving, good people. That requires regeneration 

by the Holy Spirit – being born again – then sanctification by the Spirit – walking in the 

Spirit, bearing the fruit of the Spirit, exercising the gifts of the Spirit, through 

sanctification. So while we are legally freed from condemnation and are imputed Christ’s 

righteousness, we still need to be transformed by the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in 

actually infusing righteousness into us. That will be a life-long process of sanctification 

until we go home to be with God in glory. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am curious – thinking here of 2 Corinthians 5, the new creation – what do you 

think are the implications for that on the subject of apostasy?  
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Dr. Craig: The question is: if a person is a new creation in Christ, can he walk away from 

Christ and commit what is called apostasy and go back to that state of condemnation 

from which he was redeemed? This is obviously a subject on which Christians differ. 

Roman Catholics and Lutherans, for example, believe that apostasy is possible and that a 

person can lose his salvation. By contrast, Reformed or Presbyterian churches tend to 

believe that this is impossible. When you see someone apparently commit apostasy, he 

was never really regenerate to begin with. It is not as though he has lost his salvation; he 

never had it. I think many Baptists, though not all, would tend to follow the Reformed 

thinkers in this regard.197 We'll talk about this subject in detail when we get to the 

doctrine of salvation and look at the subject of whether you can commit apostasy as a 

believer. My own persuasion is that anyone who takes the warnings in Hebrews chapter 6 

and chapter 10 seriously has to say that apostasy is a possibility for a regenerate believer. 

This is an incentive for us to constantly examine ourselves to make sure that we are 

walking in the fullness of the Spirit and that we are staying in the faith. It seems to me 

that what the book of Hebrews contemplates is the real possibility of deliberately 

rejecting Jesus Christ and so going back to that state of condemnation. The epistle, or 

letter, to the Hebrews was written to Jewish believers who were under persecution and 

under the threat of this persecution they were tempted to revert to Judaism. The author of 

Hebrews says, If you do that, you trample underfoot the blood of the Son of God, and 

there is no more redemption for you. Therefore you must not do this. You must persevere. 

I take those warnings at face value. But, as I say, this is a controversial question on which 

Christians disagree. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let's turn to the fourth motif that I wanted to briefly talk about, and that is moral 

influence. Christ’s death is the source of a moral influence upon humanity which helps to 

draw people to faith in Christ and also to persevere through trials and even martyrdom. 

Taken in isolation, a moral influence theory, I think, is quite hopeless as an atonement 

theory. You will recall that we examined this with regard to the medieval theologian and 

logician Peter Abelard. Not only is a pure moral influence theory biblically inadequate 

(because it can't do justice to penal substitution, satisfaction of divine justice, and so 

forth), but it is also powerless to explain, for example, how redemption would be 

accomplished for all of those believers who lived prior to the time of Christ. His death 

had no moral influence upon them whatsoever because they had never even heard of 

Christ much less his passion and death. Therefore there would be no means of salvation 

for Jewish believers prior to the advent of Christ. Moreover, once penal substitution is 

removed from the theory then the moral influence theory becomes truly bizarre.  In his 
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classic work The Atonement, the philosopher-theologian R. W. Dale gives the following 

illustration. He says, 

If my brother made his way into a burning house to save my child from the 

flames, and were himself to perish in his heroic venture, his fate would be a 

wonderful proof of his affection for me and mine; but if there were no child in the 

house, and if I were told that he entered it and perished with no other object than 

to show his love for me, the explanation would be absolutely unintelligible. 

I think that is a wonderful illustration. Penal substitution thus lies at the very heart of the 

moral influence of the passion and the death of Christ. It is because he has died for our 

sins to rescue and redeem us that it does show his great love for us. 

The moral influence of Christ’s self-sacrificial death upon mankind, when you think 

about it, is truly inestimable. It is repeatedly represented figuratively in literature and 

graphically in art. The death of Christ has, I think even more than his teaching, made 

Jesus of Nazareth a captivating and arresting person for hundreds of millions, and 

perhaps even billions, of people down through human history. It has inspired countless 

numbers of people to bear with courage and faith terrible pain and even death knowing 

that they are following on the same Calvary Road as their Lord.198 As I said earlier, I 

think it is not at all implausible that only in a world which includes Christ's passion and 

atoning death would the optimal number of people come freely to love and know God 

and so to find eternal life. Not only God's love and holiness, but especially God's 

wisdom, is manifest in the atoning death of Christ. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am going to take a risk on a passage of new understanding which Jesus said, I 

am the gate for the sheep. 

Dr. Craig: Can you give us the reference? 

Student: Yes, it is John 10:7. 

Dr. Craig: I'll read that aloud: “So Jesus again said to them, 'Truly, truly, I say to you, I 

am the door of the sheep.'” 

Student: This I never understood before but I had new understanding, I guess the Holy 

Spirit, and I am going to shoot it out and see if you can validate that. That is Jesus is the 

gate for a spiritual being where when a human in our fallen state lost that spirituality. So 

Jesus being fully God and fully man, he is the gate of spiritual and secular. When we 

follow him we can come in and out as a regenerated person. This says in verse 1, “I tell 

you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by 
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some other way, is a thief and a robber.” It is whoever does not enter into this 

consolidation of being a spiritual person and at the same time with humanity is not going 

to follow Jesus. In that sense the moral standard comes from us identifying with that 

spirituality and following him as our shepherd. He also talks about the shepherd gives his 

life for the sheep. If that is the case then that is where the moral standard lies. 

Dr. Craig: OK. I am having difficulty putting this together. I don't see in these verses the 

sort of dichotomy that you are drawing between the spiritual and the physical or the 

secular. What this passage to me seems to be saying is the exclusivity of salvation 

through Christ. He and he alone represents the way to eternal life and into the Kingdom 

of God and to be one of the sheep or children of God. I guess I just don't see that sort of 

dualism in this passage. The moral influence that I was speaking of, and that the classic 

moral influence theory of the atonement is speaking of, is the way in which the passion 

and death of Christ shows to humanity the tremendous love of God so that we are drawn 

to him. Our hearts are attracted to him. Look how much he loved us that he would go to 

this depth for our sake and our salvation. That is the notion of the moral influence here. I 

am suggesting that that is an important aspect of the atonement, but it is just not a 

standalone aspect. The heart of it is penal substitution in seeing Christ's self-sacrificial 

love in bearing this terrible punishment for us so that we could go free.199 

Student: I agree. When I understood that Jesus is the only way, that exclusivity is that he 

integrated the spiritual and the humanity into one being, and we enter into that 

integration. 

Dr. Craig: It is certainly true that he is unique in that respect in that he and he alone has 

both a divine nature and a human nature. None of us – no other person – has two natures 

in the way that Jesus Christ does. So that does make him unique. 

Let me just advise you here, in Eastern Orthodoxy the incarnation has come to displace 

the cross as the center of gravity for the theory of the atonement. I fear that that might 

happen in what you are suggesting. You are saying that it is in his having a divine nature 

and a human nature that these two are truly integrated into one. Similarly, we can be 

integrated into the spiritual life. But notice how that neglects the death of Christ and his 

substitutionary punishment. I do think the incarnation is necessary, as we saw from 

Hebrews. The incarnation is necessary in order that a divine person in his human nature 

can pay the penalty for our sins, but it is not simply by integrating divinity and humanity 

that we are saved. If Christ were to become incarnate, live his life, give his teaching, and 

then ascend into heaven, there still would be no redemption because there would be no 

satisfaction of divine justice. So the incarnation alone isn't enough. It is not even the 
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center of gravity. It is the necessary threshold or the presupposition for the death of Christ 

that brings our redemption. 

Student: When Jesus was hanging on the cross, he said, “My God! My God! Why have 

you forsaken me?” Was he at that point in time still fully human and fully God? 

Dr. Craig: Definitely, yes! Oh, yes, definitely he was at that point fully human and fully 

God. I thought you were going to ask a different question, but that one is easy. He is fully 

divine, he is the Logos (the second person of the Trinity), and he still has a human nature 

which is suffering terribly. The more difficult question is: does that represent the point 

that Turretin describes as the point at which Christ experiences this loss of full felicity 

and fellowship with the Father? That is the way it is often taken. This is often called the 

Cry of Dereliction which says here is Jesus forsaken and abandoned by God the Father. 

Until you realize that what Jesus is saying there is he is praying Psalm 22 which is the 

psalm of God's righteous servant in distress. If that is the case then this might be seen as a 

moment at which Jesus is very near to God the Father, faithfully enduring innocent 

suffering and expressing in prayer to God through the psalms his confidence in God. 

Then before he dies he says, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” That doesn't 

look like someone who is derelict of God the Father. The punishment of sin, we saw, is 

death. Therefore I don't think that Christ experiences that full punishment for sin until he 

actually dies. But that wasn't your question. Your question was: is he both fully divine 

and fully human, and that is clear, yes. 

Student: He says also on the cross “it is finished.” I've heard people say that they think 

that that means the separation from God is finished. Then he gives up his spirit. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is clearly wrong. Do you understand the question? Christ says, “It 

is accomplished” or “it is completed” or “it is finished.”200 I hate the translation “is 

finished” because that is the sort of word we use in idiomatic English to say “you are 

done for.” But the word “tetelestai” means “it is completed” or “it is accomplished.” 

Your question is: is that the moment at which now redemption has been accomplished? If 

that were the case then God could have immediately translated him into heaven, assumed 

him into heaven, and he wouldn't have had to die. Then it seems to me very clear the full 

punishment for sin would not have been exacted because the punishment for sin is death. 

So any intervention prior to the death would have aborted the process of redemption 

rather than completed it. I think what he is saying is that his ministry is completed, he has 

fully obeyed his Father and discharged his duties and now he is ready to die and give his 

life, and does so then. 

Student: He also says, I give up my spirit. He gave himself up versus God killing him. 
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Dr. Craig: Right – he says, Into your hands I commend my spirit, and he also says 

elsewhere that, No one takes my life from me but I lay it down of my own accord. This 

was a voluntary self-sacrifice on the part of Jesus. I emphasized that when we talked 

about the way in which he is our representative. It is not as though God grabbed him and 

forced him into this role. He is voluntarily appointed to be our proxy. 

Student: “Tetelestai” (however you pronounce it) is probably a good translation, but may 

be not the correct one. It can also be translated “paid in full.” There is pretty good 

evidence that on the bill of complaint against prisoners in ancient times that would be 

stamped on by the Roman court – paid in full. That certainly epitomizes what Christ did 

for us. 

Dr. Craig: I guess I would just say, again, the same thing I said earlier. Until death 

actually occurs, it hasn't been paid in full. So that cannot be a retrospective saying. 

Maybe it could be prospective about his impending death. After all, if he dies, it is too 

late then to say it! So you could say he says this prospectively. But it can't be 

retrospective, otherwise it hasn't been paid in full until he dies. 

Student: You mentioned a while back about the different church councils and how certain 

doctrines within it were dismissed as heretical. What within modern theology would fall 

outside of orthodoxy that is currently in the realm of things? 

Dr. Craig: Any atonement theory that would deny the deity of Christ would clearly be 

heretical because it would lack his divinity which is essential to his atoning work. 

Certainly among modern theologians there are many who would deny the full deity of 

Christ and think of him just as a man. Very often these will be moral influence type 

theories where in Jesus' embrace of suffering and death we see the great love of God 

manifested on our behalf and that moves us to faith in him. It seems to me that those sorts 

of theories would be heretical. 

END DISCUSSION 

Jan suggested that I close this section with a summary of this long series. So let me just 

summarize by saying we looked first at the biblical data concerning the doctrine of the 

atonement. We saw that the doctrine of the atonement is a multifaceted doctrine like a 

jewel with many beautiful facets to it. The central facet of a biblical doctrine of the 

atonement would be the notion of sacrifice. Christ's death as a sacrificial offering. We 

saw that the function of a sacrifice is both expiation of sin and propitiation of God. We 

also saw that another central element of a biblical doctrine was the suffering servant of 

Isaiah 53 whom God punishes in the place of Israel for the sins that Israel has 

committed.201 We saw that divine justice was an important aspect of the atonement and 
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the satisfaction of divine justice. We saw that representation was an important aspect of 

divine atonement. Christ is not merely our substitute but also our representative before 

God. Then we saw that redemption – the freeing or liberation – of us from bondage to sin 

and death and Satan is an important biblical motif. We then looked at various theories 

down through church history – the Christus Victor theory (or ransom theory), the 

satisfaction theory of St. Anselm (where Christ's death is a compensation paid to God for 

the dishonoring that we have done to God), the moral influence theory, usually associated 

with Abelard, the penal substitution theory of the Protestant Reformers, and then finally 

the governmental theory of Hugo Grotius (who, I argued, is also a penal substitution 

theorist). Finally, in reflecting philosophically on this doctrine, we tried to combine all of 

those biblical motifs into an adequate theory of the atonement that affirms at its very 

center penal substitution where Christ is punished in our place for our sins thereby 

freeing us legally from condemnation. I defended both the coherence and the justice of 

penal substitution. We then saw that Christ acts as our proxy before God in bearing our 

sin. He represents us so that our sins are punished via proxy. Therefore God's justice is 

satisfied as the Bible requires. Then we saw, finally today, that redemption or liberation 

from sin, death, and the devil is accomplished through Christ's bearing the punishment 

that we deserve. Finally the moral influence of Christ's death becomes understandable 

and important in virtue of this great act of self-sacrifice that he undertook on our behalf to 

redeem us from sin. 

That completes our study of the atonement. Next time we will turn to the other facet of 

the work of Christ which is his resurrection from the dead.202 
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Lecture 25: Biblical Data for Jesus' Resurrection 

Having discussed the atonement of Christ for several months, we now turn today to a 

second aspect of Christ's work which is his resurrection from the dead. The resurrection 

of Christ from the dead is tightly connected with his atoning work on the cross. Indeed, 

the cross and resurrection are like two sides of the same coin. In Romans 4:25 Paul says 

Jesus Christ “was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” The 

resurrection of Jesus is a consequence and a ratification of Christ's satisfaction of divine 

justice on the cross. On the one hand it is a consequence of the satisfaction of divine 

justice. Because divine justice has been fully satisfied by the substitutionary punishment 

and death of Christ, Christ can no longer be held by death. The punishment cannot 

continue. The price has been paid and therefore a consequence of the satisfaction of 

divine justice is Christ's rising from the dead and breaking the bonds of death and hell 

and sin. On the other hand, it is also a ratification of Christ's satisfaction of divine justice. 

It shows us that the cross was not ultimately a pointless tragedy of history but that this 

was indeed God's great redemptive act in human history. The resurrection of Christ from 

the dead shows us clearly that the price has been paid, that justice has been satisfied, and 

our redemption has been completed by Christ's work on the cross. So the resurrection is 

not some independent and separate appendage to Christ's atoning work. It is a 

consequence and ratification of it. 

We want to first look at the scriptural data (or some of it anyway) concerning Jesus' 

resurrection. As we do so we will first look at one of the earliest historical testimonies to 

Jesus' resurrection from the dead. This is the fifteenth chapter of Paul's first letter to the 

church of Corinth, Greece. This is a separate and independent treatise on the resurrection 

which is included in Paul's first letter to the Corinthian church. Paul had spent the year 

AD 50 to 51 in Corinth planting a church there, and then later around AD 55 he wrote 

again to the Corinthians reminding them of the Gospel that he preached to them. It 

includes in his letter this treatise on the resurrection which we want to look at this 

morning. 

Let's turn in our Bibles to 1 Corinthians 15 and look at this chapter. The purpose of Paul's 

writing this chapter is found in verse 12. Paul says, “Now if Christ is preached as raised 

from the dead how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?” There 

were evidently people in Corinth (not all, but some of them) who were denying that the 

dead are ever raised. They apparently did not believe that we will eventually be raised 

from the dead, as Jews typically believed. We don't know exactly what motivated this 

denial on the part of some of these Corinthian Christians of the doctrine of the end time 

resurrection of the dead. It could have been that Paul was encountering here a kind of 

incipient Gnosticism which says that the spiritual is good and pure and the material is evil 

and fallen. Therefore the idea of a resurrection of the body was repugnant to them and 



impossible.203 For these proto-Gnostics, the idea of a resurrection of the physical body 

was something that could not take place. Or it may have been that what Paul was 

encountering in Corinth was a kind of simple materialism that said that we are simply 

physical bodies and that when you die the lights go out and that is the end of your 

existence and therefore there is no immortality of the soul, no immortality of any sort to 

be had. Scholars debate over exactly what the Corinthian heresy was. The difficulty is 

that we have nothing from the Corinthian heretics themselves. We have to reconstruct 

their position as best we can from the way in which Paul responds to it. That is very 

difficult to do. But the bottom line is that there were people in the church of Corinth who 

denied that the dead will be raised. Paul writes this chapter in order to refute this error. 

The chapter falls naturally into two parts. In verses 1 to 34 Paul talks about Christ's 

resurrection as the guarantee of our resurrection. The reason that we can believe in the 

resurrection of the dead at the end of human history is because Christ has been raised 

from the dead in advance as the forerunner and the guarantor of our eventual resurrection. 

That is verses 1 to 34. From verses 35 to the end of the chapter in verse 58 he answers a 

Corinthian objection based upon the nature of the resurrection body. Here he is 

responding to these heretics who say that it is impossible that a resurrection of the body 

should occur. Paul will refute this objection in verses 35 to 58. 

Let's begin to delve into this chapter by looking at part one which is Christ's resurrection 

as the guarantee of ours. First, in verses 1 to 11 Paul discusses the evidence for the 

resurrection of Christ. Let's read these verses together. 

Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached to you the gospel, 

which you received, in which you stand, by which you are saved, if you hold it 

fast—unless you believed in vain. 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died 

for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 

raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to 

Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren 

at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he 

appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he 

appeared also to me. For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an 

apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am 

what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked 

harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God which is with 

me. Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you believed. 
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In this passage that we've read together, Paul quotes an extremely early tradition that he 

himself had received and in turn passed on to the Corinthian church when he founded it. 

This passage (or this tradition) comes in verses 3 to 5 when he says “I delivered to you as 

of first importance what I also received.” And now he begins to quote this formula: “that 

Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 

raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, 

then to the Twelve.” 

It is universally agreed among scholars today that Paul is not writing in his own hand 

here. He is not freely composing. Rather, he is relying on and quoting from an old 

tradition that he himself received from those who were in Christ before him and then 

passed on to his converts in Corinth. How do we know this? In verse 3 Paul uses the 

technical rabbinical terms for the transmission of sacred tradition.204 When he says, “I 

delivered what I also received” the words for “receiving” and “delivering” are the 

rabbinical terms for the transmission of sacred tradition. Moreover, this passage – these 

verses – are filled with non-Pauline traits, that is to say stylistic traits that are not 

characteristic of the apostle Paul. For example, the phrase “according to the scriptures” or 

“in accordance with the scriptures” which appears in lines one and three of the formula is 

non-Pauline. Paul typically will quote Scripture by saying “as it is written” but here there 

is this non-Pauline phrase “according to the scriptures.” Also, the verb in line three, “He 

has been raised on the third day” is not a Pauline expression. This is only found 

elsewhere in the broader Pauline corpus in 2 Timothy 2:8 where he says, “Remember 

Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, descended from David, as preached in my Gospel.” 

This verse in 2 Timothy likewise seems to be very stylized and probably reflects itself 

earlier tradition rather than the author's own composition. Finally, the use of the 

expression “the Twelve” is not typical for Paul. This indicates probably a group of people 

that was comprised of the original disciples – the original twelve disciples that followed 

Jesus, though of course by this time Judas would have fallen away. So “the Twelve” is a 

designation or a name of a group, not necessarily an enumeration of the number of 

people. “The Twelve” just as we might say “The Big Ten” referring to a conference that 

may have more than or less than ten universities in it. These are non-Pauline 

characteristics that indicate the use of prior tradition. 

Moreover, the formula that he cites in verses 3 to 5 overshoots what needs to be proved. 

What needs to be proved in this chapter is that Christ rose from the dead. That is going to 

be the linchpin of his argument. You Corinthians cannot deny the resurrection of the 

dead because Christ rose from the dead. But the formula expresses more than the 

resurrection. It also has in the first line Christ's death for our sins in accordance with the 
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Scriptures and in the second line the burial of Jesus. These play no part in the argument 

of 1 Corinthians 15 which shows that Paul is citing a unitary formula that includes all of 

these elements even though his interest and focus is simply on the third and fourth lines – 

in Christ's rising from the dead and appearing to various witnesses. 

Finally, there is a sort of parallelism or Semitic quality to this tradition. By saying it is 

Semitic I mean it is Hebraic – it is Jewish. First there is the parallelism of these four 

lines: Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, he was buried, he was 

raised from the dead on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and he appeared 

to Cephas then to the Twelve. Obviously the first the third lines are parallel – they both 

include the expression “according to the scriptures.” Similarly, the second and fourth 

lines are both very brief: “he was buried; he appeared to Cephas and to the Twelve.” You 

have this sort of typical Semitic parallelism in the structure of this formula. 

Moreover, the expression “on the third day” is written in awkward Greek but it seems to 

reflect a Semitic origin or Aramaic origin. If you translate “on the third day” back into 

Aramaic, this is an Aramaic sort of construction rather than a natural Greek construction. 

Then the word “Cephas” itself. This is Peter that we are taking about – Simon Peter. But 

Simon Peter is a Greek name.205 His Aramaic name was Cephas. So in this formula 

Simon Peter is referred to by his Aramaic name Cephas. 

I think you can see there are a number of Semitic features of this tradition that betray its 

origin. 

The last point that I wanted to mention with regard to this formula is that Paul says in 

verse 11 that it represents the preaching of all the apostles. He says, “whether it was they 

or I, so we preach and so you believe.” He is not giving back here some idiosyncratic 

Gospel that was peculiar to Paul. This is the apostolic message summarized in four brief 

lines by this tradition which Paul himself preached in the city of Corinth. 

Compare in this regard the sermons in the Acts of the Apostles. Look at Acts 13:28-31 

where we have some of the early preaching of the apostles with respect to the Gospel. In 

Acts 13:28-31 you will see that it follows like an outline the four line formula of 1 

Corinthians 15:3-5. In Acts 13:28 and following it says, 

And though they found no cause for death in Him, they asked Pilate that He 

should be put to death. Now when they had fulfilled all that was written 

concerning Him [notice: “according to the scriptures” - he died according to the 

scriptures for our sins], they took Him down from the tree and laid Him in a tomb. 

But God raised Him from the dead. He was seen for many days by those who 
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came up with Him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are His witnesses to the 

people. 

As I say, this follows like an outline of 1 Corinthians 15:3-5. Christ died, he was buried, 

he was raised, and he appeared. What we have here is a faithful summary of the early 

apostolic preaching. 

You can also discern this by looking at the Gospel of Mark chapter 15 and chapter 16. 

Here we have the climax to the Passion Story as Mark relates it. In chapter 15 we have 

the crucifixion of Jesus and his death. Then in the latter part of chapter 15 we have the 

burial of Jesus in the tomb. Then in chapter 16 we have the discovery of the empty tomb, 

the proclamation of his resurrection by the angel, “He is risen. He is not here.” Then the 

foreshadowing of the appearances - “He is going before you to Galilee. There you will 

see him as he told you.” Again, in the Passion Story you have all four elements of 1 

Corinthians 15:3-5. You've got the death on the cross. You've got the burial in the tomb. 

You've got the discovery of the empty tomb and the resurrection from the dead. Then 

finally the appearances to various witnesses. This has convinced, as I say, all scholars 

that what we have here in 1 Corinthians 15 is an extraordinarily early and primitive 

(primitive in the sense of being early and unvarnished) tradition of the apostolic Gospel 

that was proclaimed by the church. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: When he is talking about some who may not believe in the resurrection of the 

dead, is it possible that these are Christians who came from the Sadducee tradition? 

Dr. Craig: That is a very good point. You remember Paul elsewhere in the book of Acts 

splits the Jerusalem council that is judging him by discerning that some were Pharisees 

and some were Sadducees and the Sadducees denied the resurrection of the dead. And 

Paul says, Brethren, I am a Pharisee and I am on trial for the hope in the resurrection of 

the dead! And the Pharisees and Sadducees turn against each other, and Paul gets to be 

released. Maybe! Could it be these are Jews in Corinth who reflect this conservative 

Sadducean tradition. We just don't know. But that is a possibility.206 

Student: Could you comment on 1 Corinthians 15 when Paul says that Jesus was raised 

“in accordance with the scriptures?” Do you think there is a particular passage he is 

thinking of? 

Dr. Craig: I wasn't going to talk about that but of course that is much debated. What is 

Paul thinking of here when he says he has been raised from the dead in accordance with 

the Scriptures? Some have suggested this is a reference to Hosea 6:2 where God says of 

Israel, I have torn them but on the second day I will restore them. On the third day I will 
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raise them up. Some have suggested that maybe Hosea 6:2 is in view here. The problem 

with that is that the verse is extremely obscure. It is not cited anywhere else in the New 

Testament as a proof text for Jesus. When you look at the proof texts that Jesus cites for 

his resurrection it is the story of Jonah. As Jonah was in the belly of the whale for three 

days and three nights so the Son of Man shall be in the belly of the Earth for three days 

and three nights. The Jonah story seems to be the one at least that Jesus had in mind. 

Another possibility is this could be a reference to Isaiah 53. I think that is very plausible 

because the phrase “he died for our sins” in accordance with the Scriptures, I think, has 

got to be a reference to Isaiah 53 because there is nowhere any place in the Old 

Testament even remotely about Messiah's dying for our sins apart from Isaiah 53. If this 

is what is in mind in the first line of the formula it is very plausible that that is also in 

mind in the third line of the formula when in the last part of Isaiah 53 he says, He will see 

his progeny and be satisfied. He seems to foreshadow his resurrection from the dead. I 

think that is a very real possibility. 

Student: Along the same lines, David – not allowing the Holy One to see corruption. 

Dr. Craig: Psalm 16, I believe that is. That is cited in the book of Acts about the 

resurrection of the dead. Again, it seems a remote possibility. That passage really isn't 

about resurrection when you read it. David is talking about how he won't die. That is 

what he means when he says he won't see corruption. It doesn't mention the third day 

motif either. So that is a possibility but I think more remote than the ones that have been 

mentioned. 

Student: Can you flesh out for us a little bit . . . I know you've talked often times about 

how early this goes back. Can you flesh that out a little bit? How scholars get to those 

dates? 

Dr. Craig: That is the next point on my outline! I will use that as a segue to the next point 

which is the origin of this tradition. 

END DISCUSSION 

I mentioned that Paul delivered this tradition to the Corinthian church when he founded 

the church there in AD 50. That is just twenty years after Jesus' death in AD 30. But 

obviously the tradition that Paul received goes even further back. I think we have a clue 

as to Paul's reception of this formula in Galatians 1:15-19. Let's turn to Paul's letter to the 

churches in Galatia, Galatians 1:15-19. Here Paul is describing his Damascus Road 

conversion. He says, 

But when he who had set me apart before I was born, and had called me through 

his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him 

among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh and blood, nor did I go up to 



Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but I went away into Arabia; and 

again I returned to Damascus. 

Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas, and remained with 

him fifteen days. But I saw none of the other apostles except James the Lord’s 

brother. 

Here Paul says three years after his Damascus Road conversion (which probably took 

place around AD 33) he goes up to Jerusalem on this fact-finding trip and spends two 

weeks with the apostles Peter (or Cephas) and James in Jerusalem.207 It is very interesting 

to note that these are the two names that appear in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7. The only two 

individuals named are Cephas and James, the very people that Paul saw during this visit. 

I think it is highly unlikely that any later reception of this tradition would have 

supplanted in Paul's mind the testimony first-hand of Cephas and James that he got on 

this occasion. As C. H. Dodd, the great New Testament scholar from Cambridge 

University, said, “We can assume that they didn't spend all their time talking about the 

weather.” Talking to Cephas and James during these two weeks, he undoubtedly learned 

the facts about Jesus' resurrection and the empty tomb and so forth. I think it is very 

likely that he received this formula at this time, if not before while he was in Damascus. 

He was involved in Christian ministry in Damascus after his conversion for around three 

years. He could have even received it then. But it means that this formula probably goes 

back prior to AD 36 – that is to say it goes back to within the first 5 years after Jesus' 

crucifixion. This is incredibly early material. When people say to you, Well, the 

documents of the [New] Testament were written decades after the events occurred, after 

memory had faded, what they don't understand is that these New Testament documents 

rely upon traditions which go right back to the time of the events. Incredibly early and 

therefore valuable sources of historical information. That is the case with 1 Corinthians 

15:3-5. This is some of the earliest tradition embodied anywhere in the New Testament. 

What does it tell us? Christ died for our sins, he was buried, he was raised from the dead 

on the third day, and he appeared to all these various witnesses. Incredible.208 
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Lecture 26: Discussion of the Tradition  
Found in 1 Corinthians 15 

We have been discussing the fifteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians which is Paul's treatise on 

the resurrection of Jesus. We come now to discussing the structure and the content of the 

tradition that Paul handed on. Let's read again this tradition that Paul himself received 

from those in Christ before him and which he then passed onto his converts in Corinth – 

1 Corinthians 15:3-5. 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received [and now comes 

this four-line formula], that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 

scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance 

with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 

Notice that this formula has a structure of four lines which are parallel to each other. The 

first and third lines are parallel; the second and fourth lines are parallel to each other. 

Nevertheless, each of the lines begins with, in the Greek, the words kai oti – that is to say 

“and that.” Often these are omitted in English translations but they are there in the Greek 

- that Christ died, and that he was buried, and that he rose, and that he appeared. This 

grammatically unnecessary enumeration of the events serves to show that each line is a 

separate fact, equally important, and equally emphasized. It orders them, as it were, first, 

second, third, and fourth so that these are the central facts of the passion of Christ as we 

see from a comparison of this outline with the passion narrative in the Gospels. 

Paul then begins to pile up additional witnesses in the ensuing verses. After saying he 

appeared to Cephas then to the Twelve, there seems to come a break here. That seems to 

be the end of the formula. But then Paul adds more witnesses that he is aware of. He says, 

“then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom are still 

alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the 

apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.” What Paul is 

enumerating here are the witnesses to the risen Lord. This is not a list of appearances. It 

is a list of witnesses. That is to say, there could have been multiple appearances to some 

of these people, like the Twelve disciples. In the Gospels, we have several appearances to 

the Twelve narrated. Similarly, there is no appearance listed here to the women. We 

know in the Gospels that Jesus appeared to women. Why are they omitted from the list? 

Because in first century Palestine their credibility as witnesses was not recognized. 

Women were not thought to be credible witnesses who could bear testimony, and 

therefore they are quietly omitted from the list. What Paul is listing here is not the 

appearances of the risen Christ; he is listing the principal witnesses who saw Christ risen 

from the dead. 

Let's go through the list as well as the additional witnesses that Paul adds. 



First is Cephas. This is Simon Peter – Jesus' chief disciple. This same appearance is also 

mentioned in Luke 24:33-34. We won't read that now. We will look again at these 

appearances in more detail later, but I want to just alert you to the fact that some of these 

are attested elsewhere. So the appearance to Peter is attested also by Luke. 

The next appearance is to the Twelve which refers to this group of original disciples that 

Jesus had selected to follow him and included originally Judas though he betrayed Christ 

and then fell away.209 This appearance is also mentioned in Luke 24:36-43 as well as 

John 20:19-20. This is the appearance on Easter evening in the upper room in Jerusalem. 

Then Paul says Christ appeared to more than five hundred people at one time. We have 

no other reference to this appearance anywhere in the New Testament. So scholars have 

simply been left to speculate as to whether it might not be identified with one of the other 

resurrection appearances that is mentioned. This is the only place that it is mentioned 

explicitly in the New Testament. 

Then comes the appearance to James. This is also unique to Paul's letter. It is not 

mentioned anywhere else in the New Testament, but you will recall that when Paul 

visited Jerusalem in AD 36 (three years after his conversion on the Damascus Road) he 

said the two apostles that he spoke with were Peter and James, the Lord's brother. This is 

doubtless a reference to Jesus' younger brother James. We know from the Gospels that 

James was not a follower of Christ during Jesus' lifetime. John 7:1-10 relates a very ugly 

story of how Jesus' younger brothers tried to goad him into a death trap by getting him to 

go up to Jerusalem when they knew that the authorities were seeking Jesus' death. John, 

as well as Mark, says that none of his brothers believed in him. Yet, when you read the 

book of Acts from Acts 1:14 on through the rest of the narrative James is a believer. He is 

one of the three principal pillars of the Jerusalem church. Eventually he becomes the sole 

elder and sole leader of the mother church in Jerusalem. This appearance to James that is 

mentioned by Paul seems to have been the pivotal event in Jesus' younger brother's life 

that changed him from a skeptic and unbeliever to being an ardent follower of Jesus. 

Then Paul says he appeared to all the apostles. This is probably not a reference to the 

Twelve since they've been mentioned already but to a wider group of missionaries. 

Apostle means a person who was sent out and could include people, for example, like 

Barnabas as well as the original Twelve. For the existence of such a group, look at Acts 

1:21-22. It refers to those who from the beginning were followers of Jesus from the time 

of his baptism by John the Baptist up through his resurrection. It is from that wider group 

that a replacement for Judas is selected. We have here a reference to all of the early 

apostles that Paul knows about. 
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Finally, Paul gives us his firsthand encounter with Christ. He says, “then he appeared also 

to me.” We have a narrative of this event in Acts 9. In Acts 9:1-19 we have an account of 

Jesus' appearance to Paul on the Road to Damascus. This is then repeated twice more in 

the book of Acts. 

This is the content of the tradition that Paul is delivering to the Corinthians that includes 

these resurrection witnesses to Jesus alive after his death. 

The purpose of enumerating these witnesses, or piling them up, is to give evidence of the 

resurrection of Jesus. As we will see, this is going to play a key role in Paul's refutation 

of the Corinthian heresy which says that there is no such thing as a resurrection of the 

dead. So Paul wants to pile up the witnesses here. He is giving a historical proof by the 

standards of his time by enumerating the witnesses who had seen Jesus risen from the 

dead. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: We all know the account that Paul encountered Jesus.210 It was not a physical 

Jesus. It is a spiritual understanding and communication that other people could not 

validate except some sounds. 

Dr. Craig: And so with what right does Paul put himself in the list of witnesses – is that 

the implication? 

Student: Right. I was wondering whether the resurrection is in that order? That these 

disciples and apostles had this encounter which I do not deny the reality of their hearing 

sound or seeing Christ, but yet it is not for everybody to validate. 

Dr. Craig: OK. You are raising an issue that is right at the center of discussions of the 

resurrection and Paul's discourse here. In putting himself in this list of witnesses, is Paul 

sort of special pleading for himself by saying, I saw Christ risen from the dead, even 

though (as you characterized it) what he really had was just a sort of subjective vision 

that nobody else experienced? Or is he implying, as you seemed to suggest, that the other 

appearances were just as subjective as his own – that they were not in fact bodily, 

physical appearances? We will talk about this more when we get to the question of the 

nature of the resurrection body which is the second part of this chapter. But let me say by 

way of preview, when you read the Corinthian correspondence there were people in 

Corinth who had been influenced by these sort of super-apostles (as Paul calls them) who 

denied Paul's apostleship. They said that Paul wasn't a real apostle – he was a sort of 

second-rate guy. So Paul has every incentive to include himself in this list of 

eyewitnesses. He wants to show that he is a real apostle; that he, too, has seen Jesus, the 

Lord, and therefore he deserves to be in this list. However, I don't think that this means 
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that Paul is misrepresenting his experience. Paul's experience, unlike all of the others that 

he names in the list, was unique in that it was a post-ascension encounter. The other 

appearances all happened prior to Jesus' ascension into heaven and that was the terminus. 

But Paul's encounter on the Damascus Road was a post-ascension encounter with Jesus 

which made it unusual. It was still not the same thing as a subjective vision of Jesus. Here 

I think it is very instructive to compare Stephen's vision of Jesus in Acts 7 with Paul's 

encounter with Jesus on the Damascus Road in Acts 9. Stephen, when he was stoned, saw 

the Son of Man glorified in heaven. No one else saw or heard anything. Those standing 

around saw nothing. They rushed upon him and stoned him to death. What Stephen saw 

was a subjective vision of Jesus ascended into heaven. He didn't see Jesus risen from the 

dead in space and time there in front of him. By contrast, Paul's encounter with Jesus on 

the Damascus Road was not a heavenly vision. It had extra-mental accompaniments – 

namely, the light and the voice which Paul's traveling companions also experienced. 

They did not receive a message as Paul did, but it says they heard the voice and they saw 

the light. So Paul's encounter, though quasi- or semi-visionary in character in that it was a 

post-ascension encounter, was nevertheless a real resurrection appearance because it took 

place in the external world, not just in Paul's mind. There were these extra-mental 

manifestations of the light and the voice that Paul's traveling companions also 

experienced. I think that Paul can in good conscience include himself in a list of 

witnesses to the risen Christ because his experience was qualitatively different from that 

of visions of Jesus, such as Stephen experienced and that Paul himself experienced on 

other occasions. I think that Paul hints at that when he says, “as to one untimely born he 

appeared also to me.”211 Paul recognized that his experience was out of joint 

chronologically so to speak with the others, but nevertheless it was a real appearance of 

Jesus and not just a subjective vision which were experiences that Paul was also familiar 

with and could differentiate from a resurrection appearance. We will talk about that more 

later on, but for now I wanted to address it. 

Student: I was wondering about chapter 1 of Acts. If that is actually a reference to the 

five hundred witnesses. I don’t want to read the whole thing – you’d have to read the 

whole chapter. But basically if you look at the ascension, in verse 11 it says “men of 

Galilee.” It is capitalized, so it is a proper noun. Is this a larger group then just the twelve 

apostles? Because then you go on again – they travel back to the upper room. Verse 15 

says, Peter stood up in the midst of the brethren, a gathering of about one hundred and 

twenty persons were there together. 

Dr. Craig: It is possible. Again, we can only conjecture. I tend to think of these 

appearances that you are talking about here in Jerusalem with the one hundred and twenty 
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and those who were with them to be perhaps identified with the appearance to all the 

apostles – when he says, “then he appeared to all the apostles.” That seems to me to be 

more plausibly identified with this group you are referring to. But there is no way to 

know for certain. It could well be what you said. 

Student: This might fall into the same kind of . . . it is just not super clear but it could be a 

suggestion. At the end of Matthew 28 – so you already know what I’m taking about? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, go ahead though. 

Student: It talks about . . . 

Dr. Craig: This is the mountaintop appearance in the final chapter of Matthew. 

Student: Right. Going back to verse 8, it talks about that they departed from the tomb and 

they ran to tell the disciples the news. But the disciples there – we are not sure how many 

that is. That could have been hundreds of people or it could have been just a handful. But 

then Jesus meets them, they worship him, then he says, Go on and go to Galilee where 

you will see me there. Then they have the scheme to say the body was stolen in the night. 

Then they travel to Galilee – in verse 16 – to the mountain where Jesus had directed 

them. When they saw him they worshiped him, and he gives them the Great Commission. 

I like thinking that the mountain where he had directed them was maybe the Mount of 

Olives, and there was maybe hundreds of people there, and that he gives the Great 

Commission, his last big statement, his marching orders to his whole army of disciples at 

that point. But of course it is not clear and doesn’t say it. 

Dr. Craig: Not clear but certainly possible. It was in Galilee that five thousand people 

gathered to hear Jesus preach. Remember on the hills and he fed the five thousand. In 

Mark, four thousand men plus women and children had gathered to hear Jesus. Is it 

possible that this could have been a gathering of five hundred disciples? Interestingly 

enough is the phrase that you didn’t mention in verse 17 – they worshiped him but some 

doubted. That wouldn’t seem appropriate for the Twelve – would it? – if they were the 

only ones that were there. Could they have been part of this wider group that had 

gathered? Again, I think that is a real possibility. 

END DISCUSSION 

Now we turn to the second half of this first part of the chapter on Christ’s resurrection as 

evidence of our resurrection. This is in verses 12-34. Let’s read these verses together. 1 

Corinthians 15:12-34: 

Now if Christ is preached as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that 

there is no resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead, 

then Christ has not been raised; 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.212 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. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If for 

this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied. 

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have 

fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the 

resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made 

alive. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those 

who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God 

the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. For he must 

reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be 

destroyed is death. “For God has put all things in subjection under his feet.” But 

when it says, “All things are put in subjection under him,” it is plain that he is 

excepted who put all things under him. When all things are subjected to him, then 

the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things under him, that 

God may be everything to every one. 

Otherwise, what do people mean by being baptized on behalf of the dead? If the 

dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized on their behalf? Why am I in 

peril every hour? I protest, brethren, by my pride in you which I have in Christ 

Jesus our Lord, I die every day! What do I gain if, humanly speaking, I fought 

with beasts at Ephesus? If the dead are not raised, “Let us eat and drink, for 

tomorrow we die.” Do not be deceived: “Bad company ruins good morals.” Come 

to your right mind, and sin no more. For some have no knowledge of God. I say 

this to your shame. 

What is Paul’s basic argument in this section? He is not citing the resurrection 

appearances as merely some sort of apostolic legitimization of himself. Rather, Paul is 

presenting an argument here against the Corinthian heresy. It is basically a three-step 

argument. It goes like this: 

1. If the dead are not raised then Christ has not been raised. 

2. But Christ has been raised. 

3. Therefore the dead are raised. 

This is a wonderful example in Paul’s letters of the use of a simple logical syllogism to 

argue against the Corinthian heresy. If, as the Corinthians said, the dead are not raised 

then it follows that Christ hasn’t been raised from the dead. But, he says, Christ has been 
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raised from the dead, from which it follows that therefore the dead are raised. Simple 

logic. The citation of the witnesses to the appearances of Christ constitutes the evidence 

for premise (2). That is why Paul lists the witnesses – keeps piling them up – because he 

wants to show that this second premise is true. This premise appears in verse 20. Verses 

12 and 13 says “if Christ is preached as raised from the dead, how can some of you say 

that there is no resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then 

Christ has not been raised.” That is premise (1). Then premise (2) is in verse 20, “But in 

fact Christ has been raised from the dead,” from which it follows therefore the dead are 

raised. The Corinthian heretics are in error. 

What Paul is doing in 1 Corinthians 15 is refuting the Corinthian heresy by means of the 

evidence for Jesus’ resurrection – presenting a simple logical argument. In the course of 

this argument he also explores what consequences there would be if Christ has not been 

raised. These are mentioned in verses 13-19 and verses 29-32.213 In 13-19 he says that, If 

Christ has not been raised then your faith is in vain, our preaching is in vain, we apostles 

are even found to be misrepresenting God – lying about God because we said he raised 

Jesus from the dead. Those who have fallen asleep in Christ have just ceased to exist. 

There is no hope of ever seeing your loved ones again. They are dead and gone. Then in 

verses 29-32 he talks about this peculiar practice – again we don’t know what was going 

on in Corinth – people being baptized on behalf of the dead. But he points out that 

practice doesn’t make any sense if the dead aren’t raised. Also Paul’s apostolic sufferings 

– he was persecuted as an apostle, beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, under constant 

harassment for his life and pressured – he says, Why do all these things if the dead are 

not raised? There are huge consequences if Christ has not been raised as premise (2) 

states. 

Finally, the third question that Paul deals with in the course of this passage is the scenario 

of the last things. What is going to happen at the end? This is addressed in verses 22-28 

where he says that the last enemy to be destroyed will be death, the dead will be raised 

eventually, there will be the end time resurrection, all things will be put into subjection to 

Christ, he will be on the throne, and then Christ himself will be subjected to God the 

Father so that God becomes everything to everyone. Christ's resurrection is the 

forerunner – it is the harbinger – of our own resurrection at the end of human history. In 

Christ's resurrection we have the first fruits, he says, of the harvest – a representative 

sample of the harvest that will come. In Jesus' resurrection, the resurrection so to speak 

has already taken place in advance in Messiah Jesus. That is, Paul says, the foundation 

for our confidence and hope that someday we too will rise from the dead and that 

therefore these disastrous consequences that he lists will not in fact ensue. 
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START DISCUSSION 

Student: In the last part where it says until everything is subjugated, restored all 

authority, put everything under him, how does that relate to Acts where it says, Heaven 

must receive him until it is accomplished? I think it has more meaning in that 

interpretation than the fact that he finished the payment at the cross – that Adam was 

fully restored. 

Dr. Craig: I have not tried to relate it to that passage in Acts that you refer to. It seems to 

me that what it is talking about here is a kind of submission to the authority of the Father. 

During his earthly ministry Jesus did the Father's bidding. Ultimately, when everything 

has been put under Christ's feet – under his authority, under his throne – then Christ 

himself will deliver this Kingdom to God and say to God the Father, This is your 

Kingdom and will be under submission of God the Father himself. That is the way I 

understand it.  

Student: My understanding of this is this is a modus tollens form of an argument – not-B, 

therefore not-A. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, that's right! This is so funny for those who deride the use of logic in 

theology because what you've got here is, as you say, a very simple argument. Paul says, 

not-P implies not-Q, but Q, therefore P, which is, as you say, modus tollens. 

Student: I think it is really cool that Paul articulates that argument in that way. It is 

completely logically sound. The question I would ask about it is: it seems to me that the 

crux of the argument would rely on the first statement being completely sound and not 

exclusive. I wanted to ask you if anybody has debated that? Did they say there actually 

could be situations where the first statement isn't correct?214 

Dr. Craig: The part of the problem is we don't really know what these Corinthian heretics 

believed. It is hard to imagine that they could have been Christians and denied that Jesus 

was risen from the dead. Did they believe in Christ's resurrection but then said there isn't 

going to be anybody else rise from the dead at the end of history? We just don't know. 

But Paul is assuming here that any reservations they would have about the resurrection of 

the dead at the end of human history would apply to Christ as well. We will see when we 

get to the second half of the chapter that they seem to be repulsed or revolted at the idea 

of the materiality of the resurrection. They didn't want to have this earthly body with all 

its grossness resurrected and brought back to life again. But I think Paul would quite 

rightly say, But that is exactly what happened to Jesus. This was not some spiritual 

resurrection from the dead. Christ rose physically and bodily from the dead and so he 
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would be right in saying that if the dead are not raised then Christ wouldn't be raised 

either because the same objections would apply. 

Student: And we haven't heard of any other groups that objected to that other than 

potentially the Corinthians? 

Dr. Craig: I am not aware of any, but there probably are some because every heresy 

under the sun finds some exponents some place. 

END DISCUSSION215 
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Lecture 27: Paul's Teaching on the  
Nature of the Resurrection Body 

Today we want to continue our study of Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15. 

You remember last time we saw how Paul offers a very simple logical argument to refute 

the Corinthian heresy that the dead are not raised. Paul reasons in verses 12 and 13 if the 

dead are not raised then Christ has not been raised. But then premise 2 (verse 20) but in 

fact Christ has been raised from the dead. From which it follows logically that therefore 

the dead are raised. 

Today we come to the second half of the chapter – the nature of the resurrection body 

which is verses 35 through 57. In these verses Paul provides his solution to the Corinthian 

heresy. He shows why the Corinthians are wrong in thinking that there is no resurrection 

of the dead. Let's read together what Paul has to say in 1 Corinthians 15:35-57. 

But some one will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they 

come?” You foolish man! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. And 

what you sow is not the body which is to be, but a bare kernel, perhaps of wheat 

or of some other grain. But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind 

of seed its own body. For not all flesh is alike, but there is one kind for men, 

another for animals, another for birds, and another for fish. There are celestial 

bodies and there are terrestrial bodies; but the glory of the celestial is one, and the 

glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and another glory 

of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star in glory. 

So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is 

raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in 

weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual 

body. If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual body. Thus it is written, 

“The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam became a life-giving 

spirit. But it is not the spiritual which is first but the physical, and then the 

spiritual. The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from 

heaven. As was the man of dust, so are those who are of the dust; and as is the 

man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. Just as we have borne the image 

of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven. I tell you 

this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the 

perishable inherit the imperishable. 

Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 

sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this 

perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on 



immortality. When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: 

“Death is swallowed up in victory.” 

“O death, where is thy victory? 

O death, where is thy sting?” 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, 

who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

You can almost hear the strains of Handel's “Messiah” as you read those verses, can't 

you?216 Here the Corinthian objection is found in verse 35: How are the dead raised? 

With what kind of body do they come? The Corinthian Christians were in some way 

revolted at the idea of the resurrection of this material body with all of its infirmities and 

drawbacks and deficits, and so they apparently denied the resurrection of the dead. Paul's 

answer in this half of the chapter is to emphasize that the resurrection body that we shall 

have is not simply a resuscitation of this earthly body that we presently have but will 

involve a radical transformation of the body so that the resurrection body will be 

endowed with supernatural properties and powers far beyond what this earthly body 

enjoys. Therefore the Corinthians should not object to this sort of doctrine of the 

resurrection when it's properly understood. 

In order to convey to these Corinthian Christians the radical difference between our 

earthly body and the resurrection body that we shall have Paul appeals to three analogies 

in verses 35 to 41. The first analogy is the analogy between the seed and the plant. The 

seed that is sown is obviously much, much different than the plant that eventually comes 

from it. Think of the difference between the seed of a date and the palm tree that would 

grow out of that seed. Obviously Paul and Israelites were familiar with different kinds of 

seeds, as he says. They knew the difference between corn and wheat or a date palm and 

an olive pit. There are different sorts of plants that come forth from these seeds. This is 

an apt analogy to the resurrection in the sense that this earthly body is like the seed that is 

sown in the ground. Later Paul will pick up this language of being sown to describe the 

burial of the earthly body like a seed. And then the resurrection body is like that vastly, 

vastly different plant that springs forth from the seed that was sown. So this is a good 

analogy in this sort of temporal transformation that will take place. 

The second analogy that he appeals to is to different kinds of flesh. He says that even in 

the animal kingdom there are different sorts of flesh that animals have, birds have, fish 

have, human beings have. I think the word “flesh” here basically means “meat.” These 

different kinds of organic creatures have different kinds of meat. There's a difference 
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between pork and beef and tilapia, for example. So Paul is saying even in the earthly 

realm we see that there are great differences between things. Therefore we shouldn't be 

surprised if there are great differences between our present earthly body and the 

resurrection body that we will someday have. 

Then the third analogy is particularly apt, and this is the difference between the glory of 

celestial bodies of different sorts and terrestrial things that exist. Here the word “glory” 

undoubtedly refers to their luminosity because he speaks of one glory of the sun, another 

of the moon, another of the stars, and star differs from star in glory – they have different 

brightness that even these ancient Israelites could see as they looked up at the night sky 

with the naked eye. In the same way Paul says that the resurrection body will differ 

radically from the earthly body in its glory. It will be much, much more glorious than the 

present earthly body that we have. So we see a preview of this, as it were, or an analogy, 

an illustration in the different luminosities of celestial bodies and terrestrial bodies in the 

world today.217 

By means of these three analogies – the seed and the plant, the different kinds of meat, 

the difference in luminosity between celestial bodies and terrestrial bodies – Paul is 

trying to help the Corinthians to see that there can be tremendous and important 

differences between different things and particularly between this earthly body that we 

have and the resurrection body that we will have. He will discuss those with verse 42 and 

following. 

In verse 42 he says, “so it is with the resurrection of the dead.” And he applies these 

analogies to the resurrection of the dead in order to contrast our present earthly body with 

the resurrection body that we shall have. Paul draws basically four contrasts between our 

present earthly body and our future resurrection body. 

The first is that the earthly body is mortal whereas the resurrection body will be 

immortal. Our earthly bodies are perishable. They age. They wear out. Finally, we die. It 

is the inevitable outcome of our humanity that we are going to die unless we live until the 

return of Christ. The earthly body is a perishable and mortal body. By contrast, the 

resurrection body will be immortal. It will be imperishable. It will never die. It will never 

decay. It will never corrupt. This is an enormous difference between these earthly bodies 

and the resurrection body that we will someday have. 

The second contrast that he draws between the earthly body and the resurrection body is 

that the earthly body is weak whereas the resurrection body will be powerful. We have 

limited abilities – limited strength and capacity – in these earthly bodies. And they are 

frail. They're all too susceptible as we know to injury and illness and infirmity. But the 
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resurrection body is going to be an incredibly powerful body. It will not be susceptible to 

accident or injury or decay or infirmity. This is going to be a powerful, immortal, bodily 

existence that we will someday have. 

The third contrast is that the earthly body is dishonorable whereas the resurrection body 

will be glorious. The reason that the earthly body is dishonorable is not because of its 

materiality. It's dishonorable because it's infected with sin. And because we are sinful this 

earthly body is dishonored – it is shameful. It is a fallen sort of existence as a result of 

human sin. By contrast, the resurrection body will be glorious. Here I don't think that 

Paul means that it's going to be shining or luminous. That was just an analogy with the 

celestial bodies and the terrestrial bodies. That's one sense of glory. But the sense in 

which the resurrection body will be glorious is not that it's going to be shining like a light 

bulb but it's going to be freed from sin and all of the effects and damages of sin. This is 

going to be a body which is sinless and unimpaired by evil. It will be freed entirely from 

the influence and effects of evil and therefore will be glorious just as God is glorious.218 

None of these contrasts so far would lead you to think that the earthly body is material 

but the resurrection body is somehow going to be immaterial, whatever that might mean 

– what would be an immaterial body? But the last contrast has occasioned a great deal of 

confusion. In the translation that I read you (which was the RSV) it renders this last 

contrast as saying that the earthly body is physical and the resurrection body is spiritual. 

The way we use these terms in English might lead you to think that the earthly body is a 

material, tangible, extended, visible body whereas the resurrection body is going to be an 

intangible, immaterial, invisible, unextended “body” of some sort. But in fact that's not at 

all the meaning of Paul's terms here, and commentators on 1 Corinthians are agreed on 

this point. The word that is translated in the RSV as “physical” is psychikos. You notice 

the word in there – psyche – which means “soul.” We get our word “psychic” from that. 

Psyche is a “soul.”  So this word literally mean “soulish.” The earthly body is soulish. 

Obviously, in saying that the earthly body is soulish, Paul didn't mean that the earthly 

body is made out of soul. Rather, soulish (or psychikos) is a word that is used in the New 

Testament to denote the fallen natural human nature. Probably many of your translations 

render this more accurately as “the earthly body is natural” - that is to say, it pertains to 

and partakes in fallen human nature. Psychikos always has that sort of negative 

connotation. 

Here is another one. What is the word for spiritual? Well, it is pneumatikos. You notice 

the word pneuma in that adjective. Pneuma, as we all know, is a word from which we get 

words like “pneumatic” (like a pneumatic pump). Pneuma is “spirit” or “wind” or “air.” 

In saying that the resurrection body is pneumatikos, Paul no more means that this is going 
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to be a body made out of spirit than when he said that the earthly body (psychikos) meant 

it is a body made out of soul. The body that is psychikos (soulish) is a body that is 

natural. It pertains to and is dominated by the fallen human nature. Similarly, 

pneumatikos describes not the substance of the resurrection body but its orientation. It is 

spiritual in the sense that it is under the domain of the Holy Spirit of God. This is the 

sense of spiritual that you use when you say, for example, that the pastor is a spiritual 

man. You don't mean that the pastor is an invisible, intangible, immaterial, unextended 

man. Rather, you mean that he is oriented toward and dominated by the Spirit of God. In 

that sense, he is spiritual. This is what Paul means in calling the resurrection body a 

spiritual body in contrast to a soulish natural body. 

If there were any doubt about this fact, these doubts would be resolved by turning back a 

few pages to 1 Corinthians 2:14-15 where we have exactly the same vocabulary applied 

to people.219 In 1 Corinthians 2:14-15 he says, 

The unspiritual man [anthropos psychikos – the natural man] does not receive the 

gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to 

understand them because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man 

[anthropos pneumatikos] judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. 

Here the contrast is not between material, visible, tangible man and immaterial, 

unextended, invisible man. Rather, the natural man is the man who is dominated by the 

fallen human nature and oriented toward it. The spiritual man is the man who is filled 

with the Spirit of God and dominated by and oriented toward the Spirit of God. So in 1 

Corinthians 2 we have exactly the same terms and their usage and meaning is very clear. 

So when it comes to 1 Corinthians 15, the contrast between the earthly body and the 

resurrection body is not between a material body and an immaterial body, which for Paul 

would be a contradiction in terms. What in the world would be an immaterial, 

unextended, invisible, intangible body? It is a contradiction in terms. Paul believed in the 

resurrection of the body, not the immortality of the soul. All Pauline commentators are 

agreed with this. Paul's hope was not Plato's hope that the soul would slough off the 

prison-house of the body and go away to be with God. Rather Paul held to the traditional 

Jewish belief of the resurrection of the body. So he believes that there will be a 

resurrection body, but it will transcend the powers and capacities of the earthly body in 

dramatic ways. It will be immortal, powerful, glorious, and it will be dominated by and 

oriented toward the Spirit of God and freed completely from sin. 

The French commentator Jean Héring says that the contrast between physical and 

spiritual (which we've inherited since Descartes to mean the sort of contrast between the 
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mind and the body) is so dominate that he says we shouldn't really translate this term 

pneumatikos as “spiritual” because of the misconnotations that that engenders. So Héring 

suggests that as the opposite of “natural,” it would be better to translate pneumatikos as 

supernatural. Now that is not the literal etymology of the word, but I think he's making a 

good point. This is a contrast between a natural body and a supernatural body that will be 

dominated by and oriented toward the Spirit of God. If you look in, again, this same letter 

– chapter 10 of 1 Corinthians – the RSV translators use “supernatural” as a translation of 

the word pneumatikos in 1 Corinthians 10:1-4: 

I want you to know, brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all 

passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the 

sea, and all ate the same supernatural food [pneumatikos] and all drank the same 

supernatural drink. For they drank from the supernatural Rock which followed 

them, and the Rock was Christ. 

Obviously the manna and the water that the Israelites ate and drank in the Sinai desert 

was not immaterial, intangible, invisible, unextended bread and water. That would hardly 

have sustained them for 40 years in the wilderness. Right? Rather, these were physical 

realities that they ate and drank, but they were supernatural in some sense – provided by 

God, miraculous if you will. I think that Héring is right that it would be less misleading to 

translate this last contrast as between the natural body and the supernatural resurrection 

body.220 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Couldn't you also interpret it as “living spirit” whereas natural man is a cut off 

dead spirit. It would be raised the living spirit. 

Dr. Craig: Certainly it would be living because the Spirit gives life. 

Student: After we trusted in him, we are already a part of that. It is just less of a degree. It 

is going to be more of that at a later of time. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, Paul says we have this treasure in earthen vessels. He says that even 

though our mortal, earthly body is wasting away and dying, he says inwardly we are 

being renewed everyday by the Holy Spirit. So there is life at work within us through the 

Holy Spirit. Someday that transformation will be complete by the body also being born 

anew, as it were, and being invested with imperishability, immortality, sinlessness, and so 

forth. 

Student: [off-mic; asks how to spell pneumatikos] 
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Dr. Craig: Pneumatikos – the first part is like the word “pneuma” in English. 

Student: Could you do an analogy whereby because of the fall the human race was sort of 

contaminated with like a cancer in the sense that even though we may have the Holy 

Spirit, we accept the Holy Spirit, there is a continual deadness and attraction to evil? In 

the resurrection body, instead of having Satan within us, that will be replaced by the Holy 

Spirit so now we are purged of all of the cancer – the sin that is dwelling in us. In lieu of 

that will be the Holy Spirit that will allow us to fully embrace God in all his glory. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think that is well said. 

Student: Thank you for clarification. I think I have a perfect example for this. Early on 

when Boeing was incorporating computers into their design and drawing system, if you 

tell an engineer you don't need a drawing anymore and everything will be in computers, 

they could not understand. But now I can see that the spiritual body is like data in the 

computer that can manufacture an airplane or their parts but a drawing is obsolete 

because they no longer need that physical piece of paper. 

Dr. Craig: I don't think that is right. I think that is the misunderstanding that I am trying 

to get away from. The contrast between the computer information and the physical, 

material drawing is not the contrast that I think is drawn here. It is not that the 

resurrection body is no longer a material, physical object like the computer data is no 

longer on a physical hard copy. I think that is not a good analogy. I think that it is a 

change of orientation – more like what someone earlier was describing. That is evident, 

again, in 1 Corinthians 2 where the difference between the two types of people – the 

spiritual person and the natural person – is not between materiality and immateriality. 

Student: The goal of data or the drawing is the production of the airplane. So whether the 

update of the drawing can become so messy that they have a hard time figuring out what 

is the latest update, and yet data is clean. But it is all pointing to the production of the 

airplane. In that sense I think we can draw the analogy. 

Dr. Craig: In that case, the analogy between the earthly body and the resurrection body 

would be between the old crummy airplane and the new airplane that will be produced 

using the computers and so forth. That would be a good contrast. The one has powers and 

capacities that the old one didn't. But don't bring in this stuff about the computer data 

information. That is, I think, drawing a false contrast.221 

Student: Do you think another helpful description would be the difference between the 

two for what is the primary or dominant animating lifeforce? Is that a good description? 

To say one is fallen, natural state. The resurrection body would be spiritual. 
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Dr. Craig: That has got to be right. In calling Adam pyschikos, it is the human soul which 

is fallen and corrupt that is its animating principal. Whereas the resurrection body is 

going to be a body but its animating principal will be the Spirit of God and not this fallen, 

corrupted human soul. I think that is a good way of putting it. 

END DISCUSSION 

That leaves us at a good breaking point. We will next want to turn to a discussion of the 

first Adam and the last Adam and how they differ from each other. I think what we'll do 

is take that question up next time.222 
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Lecture 28: The First Adam and the Second Adam 

Paul believes that the resurrection body will be radically different than this earthly body. 

It will be an immortal, glorious, powerful, spiritual (that is to say, supernaturally 

endowed) body. Therefore, it will be radically different from this present earthly body 

and the Corinthians should not therefore object to it. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:45-49, he goes on to make a comparison between the first Adam and 

the second Adam – that is to say, Christ. He says, 

Thus it is written, “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam 

became a life-giving spirit. But it is not the spiritual which is first but the 

physical, and then the spiritual. The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; 

the second man is from heaven. As was the man of dust, so are those who are of 

the dust; and as is the man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. Just as we 

have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man 

of heaven. 

Here you might think that what Paul is describing is the transformation of our bodies into 

some sort of a spirit because he says that “the last Adam became a life-giving spirit.” But, 

again, what you need to look at is the contrast between Christ and Adam here. When he 

says “Adam became a living being” (in the RSV translation) the word in the Greek, once 

again, is psyche – that is to say, Adam became a living soul. Obviously, Adam was not a 

disembodied soul. He was a physical, extended, tangible, material person. But the word 

“soul” here is used as a sort of synonym for a “person.” We often will do this even in 

English. We will say, “Fifty-five souls perished in the conflagration at the nightclub” 

meaning fifty-five people were killed. Here he is saying the first man, Adam, became a 

living soul – a psyche. The last Adam became a life-giving spirit – that is to say, this is a 

reference to the spiritual body again (to the spiritual body that he described in the 

foregoing verses). 

Notice the contrast in the next verse. The first man, Adam, was from the earth made of 

dust. The second man is from heaven made of . . . he doesn't say! In other words, the 

contrast between the first Adam and the second Adam is not their substance; it is their 

origin. The first man is from the earth but he is made of dust. The second man is from 

heaven, but Paul doesn't speculate about what the resurrection body is made of. Again, 

we are seeing here that the contrast is the orientation of these two persons and their 

bodies, not what they are made out of. He promises that just as we have “borne the image 

of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven” (that is to say, we 

will have these powerful, immortal, glorious, spiritual bodies just as Jesus did). 

Finally, he says in verse 50, “I tell you this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit the 

kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” What is Paul talking 



about here? It is important to understand that the expression “flesh and blood” is a typical 

Jewish idiom meaning mortal creatures or people. He is not talking here about anatomical 

flesh and blood. We can see this by some cross-references in how Paul uses this phrase. 

For example, look over in Galatians 1:16. He is speaking here about following his 

conversion on the Damascus Road.223 He says, 

. . . [God] was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him 

among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh and blood, nor did I go up to 

Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but I went away into Arabia. 

Clearly Paul is not talking about conferring with anatomical flesh and blood. Right? What 

he means is, I didn't talk to anybody. I didn't go and confer with people. “Flesh and 

blood” here just means “other mortal people.” 

Similarly, look over at Ephesians 6:12 where he talks about our spiritual warfare. There 

Paul says in Ephesians 6:12, 

For we are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, 

against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the 

spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. 

Again, he is not talking about anatomical flesh and blood. Nobody thinks that we are 

contending against flesh and blood in that sense. What he means here is mortal creatures. 

We are not contending against mortal creatures. We are contending against these 

principalities and powers that are ranged against us. 

So when Paul says that flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God what he 

means is ordinary mortal human nature cannot inherit the Kingdom of God, obviously. 

That's why a transformation is needed to an immortal, glorious, powerful, supernatural 

resurrection body. 

The second half of the verse repeats in typical Hebrew parallelism the meaning of the 

first half of the verse: “nor can the perishable inherit the imperishable.” So when he says 

flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God he then uses a kind of parallelism to 

say “nor can the perishable inherit the imperishable.” Obviously these mortal human 

bodies are going to need to be transformed to make them fit for the eternal habitations. 

Someone might say, but doesn't verse 50 contradict what Luke says in Luke 24:39. You 

remember this is an appearance of Jesus following the resurrection. He appears to the 

disciples in the upper room. In verse 39 – the verse where he meets with them – he says, 

“See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit has not 

flesh and bones as you see that I have.” Here Luke affirms that Jesus does have flesh and 
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bones in his resurrection body. Paul says that flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom 

of God. Are these contradictory? No! Because neither Paul nor Luke is talking about 

anatomy. When Paul talks about flesh and blood he means mortal, ordinary human beings 

cannot inherit the Kingdom of God. The perishable cannot inherit the imperishable. 

Notice that Luke does not use the expression “flesh and blood.” He uses the word “flesh 

and bones.” Is the difference significant? Yes! He wants to emphasize the materiality of 

the resurrection body. In Jewish thinking the principal object of the resurrection was not 

the flesh. It was the bones. That is why Jewish funerary practices involved preserving the 

bones of the dead. Unearthing the remains of the dead after a year had passed and the 

flesh decomposed and then assembling or collecting the bones and putting them into an 

ossuary or bone box where they could then be preserved until the resurrection at the end 

of human history. So by saying that Jesus has flesh and bones in his risen state, Luke is 

emphasizing the reality – the materiality – of the resurrection body as a resurrection 

involving the bones. 

For a vivid picture of this look in the Old Testament in the book of Ezekiel 37:1-10. In 

this chapter Ezekiel is using the resurrection of the dead as a symbol or picture of the 

restoration of the nation of Israel. Israel will so to speak be raised from the dead.224 

Notice how graphically this is portrayed in Ezekiel 37:1-10: 

The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the 

Lord, and set me down in the midst of the valley; it was full of bones. And he led 

me round among them; and behold, there were very many upon the valley; and lo, 

they were very dry. And he said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I 

answered, “O Lord God, thou knowest.” Again he said to me, “Prophesy to these 

bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the 

Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall 

live. And I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and 

cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know 

that I am the Lord.” 

So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and 

behold, a rattling; and the bones came together, bone to its bone. And as I looked, 

there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered 

them; but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the 

breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: 

Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may 

live.” So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and 

they lived, and stood upon their feet, an exceedingly great host. 
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Here is a vivid dramatic description of the resurrection of the dead in Jewish belief. It is 

primarily the bones that are all important in the resurrection. It is the bones that will be 

raised, and then they will be clothed with flesh. So when Jesus says in this resurrection 

appearance in Luke 24, “a spirit does not have flesh and bones such as you see that I 

have,” he's emphasizing this is not some illusion and not some ghostly hallucination but 

this is a real bona fide resurrection in the Jewish sense of the word. That in no way 

contradicts what Paul is saying when he says that flesh and blood cannot inherit the 

Kingdom of God because that is an idiom for mortal human creatures who obviously are 

not fit for inheriting the Kingdom of God. They must become imperishable and immortal. 

That leads on to the final section of 1 Corinthians 15 in which Paul describes the 

transformation that will take place in our earthly bodies at the time of the resurrection. In 

verse 51 he says, 

Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 

sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this 

perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on 

immortality. When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: 

“Death is swallowed up in victory.” 

“O death, where is thy victory? 

O death, where is thy sting?” 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, 

who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Notice that there are two ways in which one might receive the resurrection body. One 

would be by living until the time of the return of Christ. If you are still alive at the time of 

Christ's return, Paul says you shall not sleep, you will not die, but you will be changed. 

Your mortal earthly body will be transformed into a resurrection body. On the other hand 

there are those who have fallen asleep in Christ and their dead bodies (principally the 

bones) will be raised from the dead and they shall be changed and made fit for the eternal 

habitations. This transformation is again vividly described by Paul in his first letter to the 

Thessalonians, chapter 4 verses 13 to 18: 

But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning those who are asleep, 

that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. For since we believe that 

Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those 

who have fallen asleep.225 For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that 

 
225 15:08 



we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede 

those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with 

a cry of command, with the archangel’s call, and with the sound of the trumpet of 

God. And the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are alive, who are left, 

shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air; 

and so we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with 

these words. 

Here we have a description of how the dead in Christ whose souls have gone to be with 

Christ in the intermediate state will return with Christ. The remains of their dead bodies 

will be raised from the dead and they will be reunited as body and soul units in this 

imperishable, glorious, immortal, supernatural, resurrection body, and then those who are 

alive at that time will be similarly transformed and so then we shall always be with the 

Lord. 

One final point to note about Paul's doctrine. I've talked about the earthly body and the 

resurrection body, but I wouldn't want you to be under the misimpression that we're 

talking about two different bodies here. There is historical continuity between them. We 

will not experience an exchange of the earthly body for the resurrection body. Rather we 

inherit the resurrection body by a transformation of the earthly body. That's why Paul 

says, We shall not all sleep but we shall all be changed. It is this perishable that must put 

on imperishability. This mortal must put on immortality. So Paul's doctrine is not a 

doctrine of exchange of bodies but rather it will be a transformation of this body or the 

remains thereof (principally the bones) into a glorious resurrection body that will live 

forever in the new heavens and the new earth. 

Finally, the application comes in the final verse of 1 Corinthians 15. And with this I'll 

close this morning. In 1 Corinthians 15:58 Paul draws the final application and 

conclusion: “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding 

in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.” The 

resurrection is the basis of our confidence and our hope in Christ, and therefore he says 

be steadfast and immovable. Don't give up. Don't cave in. Stand firm no matter what 

pressures or persecutions might be brought upon you. Be steadfast and immovable, and 

then always be abounding in the work of the Lord. Why? Because given the resurrection 

your labor is not in vain. In saying that he recalls the very first sentence with which he 

opened this chapter. He says, “Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I 

preached to you the gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you are 

saved, if you hold it fast—unless you believed in vain.” And now at the end of the 

chapter he says, It is not in vain. Your faith is not in vain because Christ is risen from the 



dead and he is your surety and hope of your own resurrection from the dead and therefore 

always be abounding in the Lord's work as long as we live.226 
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Lecture 29: The Burial of Jesus 

Having completed our study of 1 Corinthians 15, we now today want to turn to a 

discussion of the Gospels with respect to the resurrection of Jesus. You will remember 

that in the formula that Paul quotes in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 he enumerates the key events 

of Jesus' passion and resurrection: Christ died, was buried, was raised, and appeared. In 

looking at the Gospels, we want to take in order those last three elements in the formula – 

the burial of Jesus, the resurrection of Jesus (the empty tomb account), and then finally 

the appearance narratives of the Gospels. 

Inasmuch most scholars think that the Gospel of Mark is the earliest of the four Gospels 

and was used as one of the sources by both Matthew and Luke, let's turn to the Gospel of 

Mark to begin our study of the resurrection narratives. First let's talk about the burial 

account. Mark's burial account is found in Mark 15:40-47. Let's read that together. 

There were also women looking on from afar, among whom were Mary 

Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome, 

who, when he was in Galilee, followed him, and ministered to him; and also many 

other women who came up with him to Jerusalem. 

And when evening had come, since it was the day of Preparation, that is, the day 

before the sabbath, Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the council, who 

was also himself looking for the kingdom of God, took courage and went to 

Pilate, and asked for the body of Jesus. And Pilate wondered if he were already 

dead; and summoning the centurion, he asked him whether he was already dead. 

And when he learned from the centurion that he was dead, he granted the body to 

Joseph. And he bought a linen shroud, and taking him down, wrapped him in the 

linen shroud, and laid him in a tomb which had been hewn out of the rock; and he 

rolled a stone against the door of the tomb. Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother 

of Joses saw where he was laid. 

A couple of features of this burial account are noteworthy. 

First and foremost is the person of Joseph of Arimathea. He appears nowhere else in the 

Gospels outside this burial account, and yet the Gospels universally attribute the burial of 

Jesus to this man Joseph of Arimathea. He is described as a member of the Sanhedrin 

himself – a council member – which had, you remember, condemned Jesus in its trial. He 

gives Jesus a proper burial in a tomb. For Jews at this time proper burial of the dead was 

of supreme importance. Even criminals received proper burial. They believed that to not 

bury a dead person would be to defile the land and bring uncleanness upon the land. 

Therefore it was very important that even criminal persons be properly interred. A 

Sanhedrist would have the authority to take charge of the burial of Jesus. So some have 

suggested that perhaps Joseph was simply the member of the council who had been 



assigned this duty to dispatch the bodies of the crucified victims properly and make sure 

that they were properly interred. 

But I think even in Mark's account there are clues that Joseph has more than just an 

official interest in the corpse of Jesus – that there's a personal interest here on Joseph's 

part. For one thing he shows a special concern for the corpse of Jesus. Remember Jesus 

was crucified with two other malefactors, and Joseph apparently does nothing to bury 

them.227 He is apparently content to leave that up to the Roman authorities. But he singles 

out Jesus of Nazareth as someone that special attention should be given to. Moreover, the 

way Mark describes Joseph as someone who was looking for the Kingdom of God is a 

description of the Gospel that Mark presents. When Jesus comes on the scene in Mark 1 

he is proclaiming the advent of the Kingdom of God, and Joseph is said here to be 

looking for the Kingdom of God which suggests his sympathy to Christian concerns. 

Then also notice that it says “he dared” to go in to Pilate and ask for the body of Jesus. 

Since he wasn't a family member it took some courage for him to approach the Roman 

authorities and to request Jesus' body. So I would think that there is reason even in Mark's 

account to think that Joseph of Arimathea was at least a sympathizer with Jesus and had a 

personal and special concern for taking care of Jesus' body in a proper way. 

Notice that it said that Joseph wrapped the body in a linen shroud and then laid it in a 

tomb. Jews, unlike Egyptians, did not embalm their dead, and therefore the dead were not 

wrapped like mummies. Wrapping a dead corpse that has not been embalmed would 

cause the gasses released by a decaying and decomposing body to explode eventually and 

the wrapped mummy would just burst open from this. So what they did rather is to wrap 

the dead in some sort of a sheet which is described here as a linen shroud. It's very 

interesting to compare Jesus' burial with that of Lazarus. Remember when Lazarus comes 

out of the tomb he is able to walk – he's not bound up like a mummy – but it says that he 

was bound hand and foot and there was a cloth wrapped around his face. So probably 

what was done is that the wrists and ankles were tied together, a jawband was put around 

the head to keep the jaw from falling open and then the whole thing was wrapped in a 

sheet and packed with dry spices and other ointments in order to offset the stench of 

decay. 

According to John chapter 19, Joseph was assisted by Nicodemus in the burial. Look at 

John 19:39: “Nicodemus also, who had at first come to him by night, came bringing a 

mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds’ weight.” Then they together inter 

the body of Jesus in the tomb. Nicodemus is mentioned only in the Gospel of John and 

only appears there in connection with the burial. He is not mentioned in Mark's account 

or the other Gospel accounts. 

 
227 5:06 



Notice the type of tomb that is described here. In first-century Israel there were three 

kinds of tombs that were used. The first kind were so-called kokim tombs. These were 

tombs which featured niches perpendicularly carved into the stone forming, as it were, 

pigeonholes into which the body could be inserted. Then it would decompose in there and 

the bones could later be collected into an ossuary or bone box to be preserved until the 

resurrection. It's very evident from the description of the empty tomb that we will read 

later that the tomb of Jesus was not a kokim tomb even though this is the most frequently 

used tomb at that time. There were also acrosolia tombs. These tombs featured a sort of 

niche that was carved into the wall and then the body could be placed on a shelf that 

would be inside of this niche.228 Finally there were bench tombs where you didn't have 

the niche but you simply had a kind of shelf or bench on which the body could be laid. It 

is evident when you read the stories of the discovery of the empty tomb that the tomb that 

Jesus was interred in was either an acrosolia tomb or a bench tomb because the women 

see the young man or the angel seated at the end of the body which indicates that there 

was room for a person to sit next to the corpse as it's laid out. 

What is interesting about this is that these kinds of tombs (compared to the more common 

kokim tombs) were very expensive and therefore could only be afforded by people of 

nobility or wealth. Moreover the type of tomb that is described here had a disk-shaped 

stone that could be rolled across the door of the tomb. These stones would roll down a 

sort of slanted groove until it covered the door of the tomb and then a smaller stone could 

be wedged against it making it very difficult for anyone to open the tomb back up again 

because the stone is so heavy. If you go to Israel today there is a tomb in the park behind 

the King David Hotel in Jerusalem. It's the tomb of Herod's family – King Herod's family 

tomb. This is a bona fide first-century tomb, and it has still extant there the huge disk-

shaped rolling stone that you can see for yourself. It is massive! It is just enormous, and 

you can see how difficult it would be for anyone to reopen that tomb once it was closed. 

These rolling stone tombs are also very rare. There are only four extant from the first 

century that we know of today, and one of them is the tomb of King Herod's family. 

All of this goes to bear out the description of Joseph as a respected member of the council 

of the ruling elite in Jerusalem. In the other Gospels he is described as a rich man. These 

details are borne out by the kind of tomb in which he inters Jesus. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: If you had the type of tomb as he did with the stone rolled over it, is it the type 

of tomb a family would have whereby if someone died and then years later the bones 

were collected and then someone else was placed in that tomb? 
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Dr. Craig: That's my understanding. I'm not sure if the bones were actually kept in the 

same tomb where the corpses are. 

Student: But they will be put in the box, would they not? 

Dr. Craig: Right. That's right. Yes, so that they wouldn't come into contact with each 

other. 

Student: And then a new body perhaps could be placed there? 

Dr. Craig: Right. As family members died they could then be placed in this same tomb. 

Student: Was an explanation offered for this decision or is it simply stated that it 

occurred? 

Dr. Craig: There isn't any explanation given in the Gospel accounts. That is one of the 

reasons that this figure of Joseph of Arimathea is so mysterious. As I say, some people 

think that he is just an official delegate of the Sanhedrin responsible for taking care of 

these corpses. They would say this may have been a sort of criminals' tomb in which he 

placed Jesus. But as I say, in Mark there are clues already that Joseph has a special, 

personal interest in Jesus, and that's borne out by the later Gospels where two of them say 

that he was a secret disciple of Jesus. Critical scholars will sometime said that is just an 

elaboration that the later Gospels make on Joseph. But what I'm suggesting is that you 

already see hints in Mark of that, and they may make it explicit. But in Mark already his 

care for the body of Jesus but neglecting the bodies of the two thieves, his daring to go to 

Pilate, the way in which he wraps Jesus in a linen shroud and lays him in the tomb 

suggests care and not just this kind of cavalier attitude of throwing the corpse in there.229 

All of these go to suggest, I think, that indeed Joseph is, as I say, at least a sympathizer of 

Jesus. 

END DISCUSSION 

A second feature of the narrative that I want to draw attention to is the women who play a 

role. The women are mentioned in three places: at the cross, then at the burial, and then at 

the discovery of the empty tomb. In Mark 15:40-41, as we read, he lists the women who 

were at the crucifixion of Jesus. These included Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 

James the Less and Joses, and then Salome. Those women are listed along with other 

women who came with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. Then in Mark 15:47 you have two 

of them mentioned: Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses. Notice that she is 

identified in Mark 15:40 as the mother of James the Less and Joses. Now here she is just 

identified by the one son – Mary the mother of Joses. Then in Mark 16:1 you have the 

women mentioned again. When the sabbath was passed Mary Magdalene and Mary the 
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mother of James and Salome bought spices. Here she is identified by the one brother – 

James the Less. In Mark 15:47 she is identified by his other brother who is Joses. So you 

got these women who are at the crucifixion, they see the burial, and then they come on 

that morning to anoint the body of Jesus. 

This Mary the mother of James and Joses should not be confused with Jesus' mother. 

Jesus had a younger brother named James, but given the prominence of James in the New 

Testament church he would never be called James the Less. This is not the mother of 

Jesus. She does appear in the crucifixion narratives in John 19:25: “. . . standing by the 

cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and 

Mary Magdalene.” When Jesus' mother is identified, she is identified as his mother – 

Mary the mother of Jesus. This Mary the wife of Clopas could be Mary the mother of 

James the Less and of Joses. One cannot be sure. Notice that these three women all 

present at the cross were all named Mary. Mary is a very common name in first century 

Judaism, and three of them are mentioned here as being at the cross, and then some of 

them at least see the burial and then go on Sunday morning to anoint the body and visit 

the tomb. 

In John's Gospel (while we're there) you notice that John will focus on Mary Magdalene 

in chapter 20 where he describes Mary Magdalene's going to the tomb, finding it empty, 

and informing the disciples. None of the other women appear in John's story. It is as 

though he shines the spotlight on Mary Magdalene specifically. But I think you can see 

that there are traces in John's narrative of these other women. Notice verses 2 and 13 of 

John chapter 20. Verse 2 says, “So she ran, and went to Simon Peter and the other 

disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, 'They have taken the Lord out of 

the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.'” First person plural - “we do 

not know where they have laid him.” You might think maybe this is just the royal “we” 

and it doesn't really mean “we” as a plurality, but then look at verse 13. In verse 13, “She 

said to them, 'Because they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they 

have laid him.'” So John knows the difference between “we” and “I” and has Mary on 

one occasion use the word “we” which may be indicative of a wider group of women 

such as you have described in the Gospel of Mark and in the other Gospels.230 

One feature of the burial account that is not mentioned by Mark but appears only in the 

Gospel of Matthew is the setting of a guard at the tomb. In Matthew 27:62-66 we have 

this setting of a guard at the tomb: 

Next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief priests and the Pharisees 

gathered before Pilate and said, “Sir, we remember how that imposter said, while 

he was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise again.’ Therefore order the 
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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,’ and the last fraud will be 

worse than the first.” Pilate said to them, “You have a guard of soldiers; go, make 

it as secure as you can.” So they went and made the sepulchre secure by sealing 

the stone and setting a guard. 

The guard at the tomb is mentioned only in the Gospel of Matthew. It is not in any other 

Gospel. One of the principal objections to the historicity of Matthew's story is that the 

chief priests are represented as knowing Jesus' resurrection predictions that he said, After 

three days I will rise again. But the resurrection predictions that we have recorded in the 

Gospels were all given privately to the disciples, and they didn't understand them. So 

how is it that the chief priests would be aware of these predictions of his resurrection so 

as to want to take precautions against it? Well, this is an argument from silence. We don't 

know how they were aware of them. It could be that Judas told them about these 

predictions when they arranged with Judas to betray Jesus. It is interesting that in John's 

Gospel the Jewish authorities were obsessing because Jesus had raised Lazarus from the 

dead, and they were seeking not only to kill Jesus but they were seeking to kill Lazarus. 

Lazarus wasn't risen from the dead in the proper sense of a resurrection. He wasn't risen 

to immortality and perishability, glory, and so forth. But Jesus brought him back to life. 

He was truly dead, and he was revived and brought back to life. It could well be that that 

is what the chief priests and the Pharisees are thinking of when they say the disciples 

could steal his body and say like Lazarus he is risen from the dead, and the last fraud will 

be worse than the first. So it might well be that this placing of the guard could have been 

motivated because of this raising of Lazarus and their concern to not allow this same sort 

of fraud to be perpetrated with regard to Jesus. 

I think that the guard that Matthew describes is a Roman guard. It has been disputed 

whether the guard was Jewish or Roman. I think that the vocabulary that is used here 

indicates that this is a Roman guard. Why? Because it says that there is a guard and a 

chiliarchos – their captain. A chiliarchos is a Roman commander. So it seems highly 

likely, I think, that this is a Roman guard which is described here. Pilate says, You have a 

guard. Go ahead, take it, and make it as secure as you can. Notice that in Matthew's 

story when the guard flee from the tomb after the resurrection they go to the Jewish 

authorities because they have been secunded to the Jewish authorities. Pilate has given 

them over to them. But the Jewish authorities say, If this comes to the governor's ears we 

will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble, which I think shows the ultimate Roman 

command over these men. Finally, although there is no guard mentioned anywhere else in 

the accounts of the burial, it is interesting that John mentions a Roman guard in 

connection with the arrest of Jesus. That is where the word chiliarchos is used. I hope I 

didn't confuse you before. It is in the arrest scene in John 18 where they go to the garden 



and it is not just Jewish officials but it's a Roman guard and chiliarchos (or captain of the 

guard) that arrests Jesus in the garden.231 This does give some precedent to the idea that 

Pilate had secunded Roman soldiers to the Jewish authorities and they were involved in 

the arrest of Jesus and (at least according to Matthew) were involved in guarding the 

tomb as well. 

We've come to the end of our hour, and so we will pick up with our discussion next time 

and continue to talk about the discovery the empty tomb.232 
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Lecture 30: Discovery of the Empty Tomb 

We've been studying the Gospel narratives of the fate of Jesus of Nazareth following his 

crucifixion. Last time we reviewed the burial account of Jesus, and we saw that one of the 

principal features of this account is the interment of Jesus in the tomb by this enigmatic 

figure Joseph of Arimathea who was a Sanhedrist, a member of the council, all of whom, 

Mark says, condemned Jesus to death. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Joseph of Arimathea, according to, I think, some of the accounts he was a secret 

disciple of Jesus and he dissented from the decision to deliver Jesus to be executed. Was 

Nicodemus also a member of the Sanhedrin? I think he was. So there must have been 

some dissent. 

Dr. Craig: I don't think it says that Nicodemus was a Sanhedrist. He was a Pharisee, but 

that doesn't necessarily mean he was a Sanhedrist as Joseph was. You are right. The later 

Gospels, as I mentioned, make Joseph's discipleship explicit. They say he was a secret 

disciple. I think it is Luke who says that he did not participate in the condemnation of 

Jesus. Many scholars would see these as later Christian attempts to whitewash Joseph of 

Arimathea, to Christianize him so to speak, to baptize him, and make him a secret 

Christian, whereas in the earliest narrative in Mark he appears simply as a delegate of the 

Sanhedrin assigned to dispose of the corpse. But that was why I argued at some length 

last week that there are already indications in Mark's Gospel that Joseph is not simply an 

impartial disinterested delegate of the Sanhedrin assigned to get rid of these corpses in a 

proper way. He singles out Jesus of Nazareth for special care. He gives him a very proper 

burial in a tomb. He dares to go to Pilate even though he had no connection to Jesus on a 

personal level. And also Mark says he is looking for the Kingdom of God, which are the 

terms in which Mark describes the Gospel preached by Jesus in Mark 1. So I think that 

while these later Gospels make explicit Joseph's sympathies with Jesus, they are already 

there really in Mark's account and therefore we can't say that these are just later 

inventions. 

Student: I guess it is John 19 where it says Nicodemus brought the spices to anoint the 

body as if he was working with Joseph. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. And Nicodemus is another one of these very peculiar figures who only 

appears in John 3 when he visits Jesus by night, and you have the famous discussion 

about spiritual rebirth. Then all of a sudden he pops up here again at the burial to help 

Joseph of Arimathea and brings this king's ransom in spices to bury Jesus indicating, 

again, this enormous respect and worth that he would see in Jesus that he would give so 

extravagant a burial. But this is not mentioned anywhere else in the Gospel accounts. 

This is only in John. 



Student: I had a question about the actual burial. I understand the resurrection you've got 

a whole lot of evidence for it. But from a skeptic’s standpoint though, you first off do 

have the body being turned over to somewhat of a mystery man. But secondly they didn't 

post a guard at the tomb until the following day – Saturday. So there was no guard that 

night. Another thing. I don't know if this is relevant or not, but Nicodemus, if he would 

have been a Pharisee, why would he have been handling a dead body on the Sabbath – 

right at sundown on Friday? Can you explain those?233 

Dr. Craig: OK, there are a number of questions there. First, I want to emphasize that in 

our discussion we are not attempting to assess the historical credibility of these stories. 

We'll do that later on. This is just a survey – a review – of what the Bible says about the 

resurrection of Jesus. So we are simply trying to unfold or exposit, as it were, these 

narratives about the fate of Jesus of Nazareth without making any assessment as to their 

historical credibility. 

But your point is so interesting. In Matthew, the guard is sort of an afterthought. It isn't 

there until Saturday morning. It wasn't posted Friday night. So if this were just an 

apologetic legend that had been invented by Matthew, why does he have the guard posted 

on Saturday? The body might have already been stolen, the tomb resealed, and it doesn't 

say that they looked inside to see if there were any corpse in it. It could have been empty 

when the guard was set. By contrast, if you look at the so-called Gospel of Peter which is 

an apocryphal gospel from the second half of the second century after Christ, here the 

Roman guard (it is explicitly identified as Roman) is set on Friday. This is a failsafe 

apologetic. The guard is already there on Friday and the tomb is surrounded by not only 

the guard but a big crowd of Pharisees and people from the surrounding countryside. That 

is the way an apologetic legend looks. But the very fact, as you say, that Matthew's guard 

story isn't airtight, I think, lends more credibility to Matthew's account because that is not 

the way a later apologetic legend would portray it. 

As for Nicodemus – I am going to make this comment actually in the lesson today – we 

shouldn't think that Joseph himself climbed up the ladder and pulled the nails out of the 

hands or wrists of Jesus and took the body down from the cross. A rich man like Joseph 

or Nicodemus would doubtless have servants to assist them in the process. So it may be 

that Nicodemus and Joseph didn't actually handle the corpse themselves so that they 

could be clean and eat the Passover. They may have had servants do this. We just don't 

know. Or it could have been that their overwhelming respect and admiration for Jesus 

simply overwhelmed their scruples about cleanliness. We don't know. 

Student: Matthew 27:60 says that this was Joseph of Arimathea's own tomb. 
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Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: So that argues that maybe this was a little more than just a duty that he was 

fulfilling. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, and everybody admits that in the later Gospels – like Matthew and Luke 

– there Joseph is portrayed as a secret Christian. He lays the body in his own tomb which 

is new and unused. As I say, many critical scholars will say these are later legendary 

attempts to whitewash Joseph of Arimathea, make him look like a Christian, he gives his 

own personal tomb, and so forth. That would fit in with what they are saying. What you 

would need to do if you are defending a historicity of these narratives is to show that 

already in the earliest account there would be reason to think that these details are 

accurate and not later inventions. So, for example, Joseph could not just lay this 

condemned criminal's body in any tomb that he happened to find in the area because it 

would defile anybody else that was in the tomb. So it is highly likely that it was his own 

personal tomb because it would only be if it was his personal tomb that he would have 

the ability to lay the corpse of this condemned criminal in the tomb. For the same reason, 

it also makes the detail very likely that it was a new tomb that had never been used 

because then none of Joseph's other family members would be defiled by laying the body 

of this condemned criminal.234 

I think you can see in the approach that I am taking that already in Mark we have the 

clues that the later Gospel writers make explicit and would suggest that they are reliable 

in doing so and not creating legends. 

Student: There are no manuscripts of Matthew that exclude that and later manuscripts 

include it indicating that a definite deception had been attempted. 

Dr. Craig: No. This would have to be (according to these critics) something that took 

place in the evolution of the tradition between Mark and Matthew. That raises a question 

– doesn't it? - of the date of Matthew. If Luke, as I'm persuaded, was written prior to the 

AD 60s (prior to the death of Paul because Paul is still alive at the end of the book of 

Acts, right? He is under house arrest in Rome). I think it is very probable Acts was 

written prior to the AD 60s. In that case, Luke being the first half of the book of Acts (it 

is a double work) would have been written then sometime in the late or mid-AD 50s. If 

Luke used Matthew as some scholars think that would make Matthew even earlier, and 

you are pushing right back very close to the date of the Gospel of Mark which could be 

around the AD 40s – something like that. That closes that window during which these 

legendary influences are supposed to have evolved these details. It makes it more 
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credible, as I say, to think they are simply making it explicit what they knew to be the 

case, namely that this was Joseph's own personal tomb and that it was new and unused. 

Again, we are getting into historicity questions there which are important but right now 

we are simply reviewing what the stories say. 

Student: Question on the writing that mentions Joseph of Arimathea asking Pilate for the 

body – historically, is that proper for Pilate to have ownership of the body and for Joseph 

to ask for the body? 

Dr. Craig: As a Roman crucifixion, this is under Pilate's authority. The Sanhedrin at that 

time lacked the authority to carry out capital punishment. If there was a crime deserving 

of death the Sanhedrin could condemn the man but they couldn't carry out capital 

punishment. They needed the Romans – the secular government – to do that. Well, the 

Romans would never execute Jesus for blasphemy of Yahweh – the condemnation he 

received at the hands of the Sanhedrin. Therefore his claims had to be represented before 

Rome as committing a crime that the secular government would recognize – not 

blasphemy. Rather, his claims to be the King of the Jews – the Messiah – could be 

represented to Pilate as an offense against Rome. He is claiming to be Caesar; he is 

claiming to be the King, not Caesar. In John you have this explicit where the crowd yells 

to Pilate, If you let this man go you are no friend of Caesar's. And it is that motivation 

that makes Pilate then condemn Jesus and send him to the cross. So Jesus is condemned 

on the one hand by a religious court, but then to be actually executed he has to be 

condemned by the Roman court, and he is condemned by them for treason against Rome. 

Student: If it wasn't Joseph asking for permission to receive the body, what would have 

been a normal practice at that point and what would have happened? 

Dr. Craig: Pilate was generally very accommodating with Jewish sensibilities at that 

time. He had locked horns with the Jewish chief priests before, and it nearly caused a riot. 

This is in Josephus. It would keep the peace if Pilate would tend to accede to their 

requests and do what they want. Even though Jesus was a Roman criminal and executed 

under Roman authority, if a member of the Sanhedrin came to Pilate and said, Let me 

dispatch the corpse. I'll take care of its burial, he would be willing to go along with 

that.235 That would be especially (I think) true if he believed that the man was innocent as 

the Gospels portray – that he had been unjustly executed. 

Student: Do you think Joseph's tomb is the one described in Mishnah Sanhedrin 6.5 of 

the two burial locations set aside by the Sanhedrin? 

Dr. Craig: As I recall, in the Mishnah the burial plots for the criminals that are mentioned 

there are, one, for criminals who have been beheaded (I think), and then the other one 
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was for those who had been burned (I believe).236 Those would not be what we are 

talking about here. If the later Gospel writers are correct, this would be a tomb that 

belonged personally to Joseph of Arimathea and was not an official criminals' tomb. 

Those who think that Joseph was not a Christian disciple (that he was just an impersonal 

delegate of the Sanhedrin) will say that this may have been a criminals' tomb in which he 

laid the corpse. They would deny these other details that we've talked about and claim 

that this is just a common criminals' tomb that was close enough to the execution site for 

the burial to take place there within the three hours between Jesus' death at three in the 

afternoon and the breaking of the Sabbath at 6pm. It is terribly interesting, isn't it? These 

details I find just fascinating. 

Student: I think they took everybody down before the Sabbath. That is why they were 

going to break the legs. 

Dr. Craig: Oh, yeah. They couldn't allow the bodies to remain on the cross overnight or it 

would defile the land. But it is so interesting that in Mark Joseph singles out Jesus. He 

doesn't request, so far as we know, the bodies of the others. He may have been content to 

say to the Romans, You take care of them. You bury them. But I want Jesus of Nazareth's 

corpse. 

END DISCUSSION 

What follows next in Mark is the account of the discovery of the empty tomb. Mark 16:1-

8. Let's read that account together. 

And when the Sabbath was past, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of 

James, and Salome, bought spices, so that they might go and anoint him. And 

very early on the first day of the week they went to the tomb when the sun had 

risen. And they were saying to one another, ‘Who will roll away the stone for us 

from the door of the tomb?’ And looking up, they saw that the stone was rolled 

back – it was very large. And entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting on 

the right side, dressed in a white robe; and they were amazed. And he said to 

them, ‘Do not be amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has 

risen, he is not here; see the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples 

and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him, as he told 

you.’ And they went out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment 

had come upon them; and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid. 
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Notice that the women are said to visit the tomb in order to anoint the body. What is this 

all about? Some scholars have speculated that Joseph was only able to carry out an 

incomplete burial of the corpse of Jesus. During the three hours that he had between 3pm 

when Jesus died and 6pm when Sabbath would be breaking Joseph could only give him a 

hurried and rushed burial and therefore the women were coming on Sunday morning to 

complete the burial of Jesus. It seems to me, however, that this is an ungrounded 

speculation. There is nothing in the burial narrative to suggest that this was a hurried 

burial. It would be a relatively simple burial. Joseph would doubtless have servants to 

assist him who would have taken the body down from the cross. They could have 

purchased the linen sheet well in advance since they knew that Jesus was going to die 

soon.237 And then the body would probably need to be washed as was typical. The wrists 

would be bound. The ankles would be bound. A jaw band placed around the head. Then 

the whole thing wrapped up in a sheet and packed with dry spices like sandalwood to 

offset the stench of decay, placed on the shelf in the tomb, and the stone rolled over the 

tomb. It is not improbable that such a thing could take place within three hours if the 

tomb in fact was close to the spot of the crucifixion. 

In fact, it is very interesting to compare this time factor to the burial of Ananias in Acts 

5:6-7. Ananias is struck down. This was not expected. There was no anticipation here. 

And yet it says in verse 6, 

The young men rose and wrapped him up and carried him out and buried him. 

After an interval of about three hours his wife came in, not knowing what had 

happened. 

And poor Sapphira is struck dead as well. Here you have a three-hour time slot 

mentioned during which the burial of Ananias is able to be completed and the young men 

return to the place where the Christians are meeting together. So I think that it is not at all 

improbable that the body could have been washed, though if you believe the Shroud of 

Turin is authentic it appears the body was not washed but was simply tied, wrapped up 

with the dry spices, and then placed in the tomb, and the tomb shut with a stone. 

The women are not coming to the tomb to complete an unfinished job. Rather, what they 

are doing is carrying out the typical ministrations to the corpse that grieving relatives or 

friends of the deceased would carry out. For three days after a person was placed in the 

tomb visitors could come and they would bring aromatic oils that could then be poured 

over the corpse as a sign of their devotion and their grief to the deceased person. This is 

evidently what the women are engaged in – these typical Jewish grieving processes. They 

come to the tomb wondering how in the world are we going to get the stone moved 

because it would be far too large and heavy for them to move themselves. But I think 
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their devotion to Jesus, as well as their hope of finding some men who would do this for 

them, drove them to try to carry out these final devotions to Jesus. 

When they arrive at the tomb in Mark's Gospel, they find what Mark describes as a young 

man who is sitting in the tomb on the right hand side of where the corpse would have 

been laid. Undoubtedly, I think, Mark intends this young man to be an angel. He doesn't 

call him an angel. He calls him a young man. But the young man is dressed in a white 

robe which is typical for angels. The white robe, I think, is a clear tip-off that we are 

dealing here with an angelic figure. Moreover, you find the proclamation of the 

resurrection in the mouth of the angel. He is risen. He is not here. See the place where 

they laid him. Then he foretells the appearances in Galilee. So I think it is very clear that 

Mark intends this figure to be an angelic figure which is sitting in the tomb and proclaims 

to the women the meaning of the tomb, namely that Jesus has risen from the dead. It is 

noteworthy that the very earliest interpreters of Mark's Gospel also took this figure to be 

an angelic figure – namely, Matthew and Luke. They understood this to be an angel and 

called this person an angel. 

Mark's Gospel, as we have it today at least, ends with verse 8 – with the women fleeing 

from the tomb. There may have been a lost ending to Mark. This is highly debated among 

scholars – whether or not Mark went on to relate a resurrection appearance such as you 

have in Matthew's Gospel when they go to Galilee just as the angel tells them to do and 

they see Jesus. But if this is the end of the Gospel in verse 8 it is very clear that Mark 

knows of resurrection appearances in Galilee even if he doesn't narrate one.238 Why? 

Because the angel says to the women, “He is going before you to Galilee. There you will 

see him as he told you.” Very clearly Mark knows of resurrection appearances (at least 

one, anyway) of Jesus to the disciples and perhaps a wider group that included the 

women in Galilee even if he does not choose to narrate these appearances. 

Verse 8 has caused a great deal of discussion among scholars. The women “went out and 

fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and they said 

nothing to any one, for they were afraid.” Some scholars have suggested that this meant 

that the women never told anybody about the empty tomb. They just went home and they 

never told anybody that they had visited the tomb and found it empty, and that is why the 

fact of the empty tomb remained unknown for so long until finally this legend would be 

mentioned in Mark's Gospel. I think you would agree that this is a pretty preposterous 

suggestion, that the women would never tell anybody ever that they had been to the tomb 

and found it empty that day even though that tomb would have still existed and been 

public knowledge that it was empty? The women never said anything? It seems 

preposterous. This is just too clever by half. I think it is very clear that what Mark means 
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is that they didn't say anything to anybody as they ran to tell the disciples in fulfillment of 

the angel's command to go tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before them into 

Galilee. Trembling and astonishment are very typical Markan reactions to the presence of 

the divine. So their silence as they run to tell the disciples would fit right in with Mark's 

theology of the overwhelming and terrifying prospect of an encounter with a divine 

person like this angel. It is interesting to compare what the women do with Mark 1:43-44 

where Jesus gives a command to someone that he has cured of leprosy. Look at Mark 

1:43-44. Jesus says to the man, 

And he sternly charged him, and sent him away at once, and said to him, “See that 

you say nothing to any one; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your 

cleansing what Moses commanded, for a proof to the people.” 

Here Jesus gives him exactly the same command – Say nothing to anyone. But what he 

means is, On the way to go tell the priest say nothing to anyone. But then he tells him, Go 

to the priest and offer the sacrifice that you are supposed to. So it is not meant to be an 

enduring sort of silence. It is a silence as you go to carry out the mission that you have 

been given to, in one case, the priest, and in the other case, go tell the disciples and Peter 

that Jesus is going before them into Galilee. 

Finally, another interesting aspect of the empty tomb narrative that does not appear in 

Mark but does appear in two of the later Gospels is the inspection of the empty tomb by 

some of the disciples after receiving the women's report. This is mentioned in two 

Gospels: John and Luke. Let's look first at John 20:2-10. This is about Mary Magdalene 

coming to the tomb and finding it empty. 

So she ran, and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus 

loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do 

not know where they have laid him.” Peter then came out with the other disciple, 

and they went toward the tomb. They both ran, but the other disciple outran Peter 

and reached the tomb first; and stooping to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying 

there, but he did not go in. 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.239 Then the 

other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 

for as yet they did not know the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. Then 

the disciples went back to their homes. 

Here Peter and the so-called beloved disciple (who is later identified as the author of the 

Gospel of John), upon hearing Mary's report, run to the tomb and verify that in fact the 
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tomb is empty. Intriguingly, this is also mentioned very obliquely in the Gospel of Luke 

24 in the narrative of the appearance to the disciples on the Emmaus Road. Remember 

there are a couple of disciples leaving Jerusalem going back to their town of Emmaus, 

and Jesus encounters them on the way. He asks them what has been going on. They are 

amazed that he doesn't know anything about this. Then in Luke 24:22-24 these Emmaus 

disciples say to Jesus: 

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 went to the tomb, and found it just as the women had said; but him they 

did not see. 

Here, again, you have a reference to a plurality of disciples who, upon hearing the 

women's report, went to the tomb to inspect it and verified that in fact the [tomb] was 

empty. 

So we have in John and Luke's Gospel this very interesting story of the inspection of the 

tomb – the verification of the women's report – by two disciples at least, and they are 

identified as Peter and the beloved disciple in the Gospel of John. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: It is very interesting in the account you just read, the first few verses of John 

20 . . . the three Greek verbs for “saw” or “seeing” that are used . . . John being the 

younger man got there first. In verse 5 it says, He looked in, he observed. The Greek 

word is blepo. It means just simply to have light impinged on your retina and you see; 

you observe. Understanding is secondary. John just bent, just peeked in. He didn't go in 

all the way. Then Peter got there, he looked in in verse 6, and the Greek word is theoreo 

which means “to behold and consider.” It is kind of interesting what is going on. Then in 

verse 8 John gets up enough courage and has thought about it long enough, he goes in 

and actually goes into the tomb and the Greek word there is horao which means “to 

discern, see clearly, and to understand.” This indicates that the stone was rolled back not 

to let Jesus out, but to let others in so that someone can look in there and have a 

reasonable assumption that, Hey, by the disposition of the grave clothes, a miracle has 

occurred. One way would be if he were wrapped with strips. In John earlier in the end of 

19 it says, “He was wrapped with strips of linen.” The other ones did not use “strips.” 

Also myrrh can be a shellac-like substance. Some people have said if you wrap strips 

around a body with myrrh you are going to have a hardened cocoon. You said last week 

the argument against that is that actually even though the Israelites were in Egypt and 

they learned about embalming there is no evidence that they did it. Also if you wrapped 

with strips like that without embalming you have gaseous problems. That is one argument 



against it. The other argument against that is also what I believe to be a plausible 

explanation for the Shroud of Turin is a burst of radiant energy. That would argue of the 

cocoon thing. We would probably see that on the Shroud of Turin if that were the case.240 

However, something happened. We wouldn't have to have a hardened cocoon. It was 

something about the disposition of those grave clothes that someone said, Wow, a miracle 

has occurred. There is no way that body could have been gotten out of here and those 

clothes look the way they did. That can account for perhaps many believers. Coming in 

that tomb. You know people came by and looked in there. That could account for the 

number of believers. 

Dr. Craig: I do not think we should think of Jewish burial practices as being these sorts 

of cocoons involving mummies. The plurality of linen strips you are referring to are 

probably the strips that are used to tie the wrists and the ankles and the band around the 

jaw to keep it from falling open. So we shouldn't think that in John's mind he is 

imagining a mummy that is being wrapped up. Given that they didn't embalm the bodies, 

the corpse would explode and be destroyed. Probably what we are thinking of here – it 

says, “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.” This was probably a sort of 

jaw band that went around the head. It could have been twisted like you twist a towel and 

then tie it at the top. They see this loop lying off by itself next to the shroud. No grave 

robber is going to bother to untie the body and carry it off limbs flopping and leaving the 

grave clothes behind in the tomb. I think that this is what caused John to believe, as you 

say. They didn't know the Scripture, but it was the presence of seeing these grave clothes 

that made John think, Yes, he is risen from the dead. 

Student: I assume the women who went to the tomb did not know the measures that had 

been taken so the body couldn't have been stolen. If the resurrection had not happened, 

they would have been met with the Roman guard as well as an official Roman seal that 

could not possibly be broken. Right? So there is no way they would have been able to get 

into the tomb. 

Dr. Craig: Let's remember, as I already indicated, if Matthew's guard is historical it 

wasn't set Friday evening when the women observed the burial. Mark says they were at 

the cross, they were at the burial, they saw how the body was laid, and then they came on 

Sunday morning when the Sabbath was past. If there was a Roman guard there, as 

Matthew says, they wouldn't have been aware of it. I think you are quite right. They 

would have rested on the Sabbath. They wouldn't have know of the presence of this 

guard. 
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Student: Right. So if the resurrection had not happened, there would have still been a seal 

over the tomb and s Roman guard on Sunday morning when they showed up. 

Dr. Craig: Right. What we have to say, I think, from Mark's empty tomb story is that if 

the Matthean guard story is historical then the guard had already fled and gone back to 

the chief priests by the time the women arrived. So when the women in Mark arrive, they 

don't see the guard. The guard, rattled and shaken by seeing the angel and the stone 

rolling back, had already fled. So in Mark's Gospel you don't have it mentioned. So it is 

not impossible to harmonize these accounts. 

Student: That makes sense. This would have prevented them from being able to do what 

would have been normal. Going and putting the Roman guard and the seal over the tomb 

– that was the Romans and the Jewish people – the Sanhedrin – who wanted that done . . . 

prevented these women from being able to do what would have been normal to do. 

Dr. Craig: Probably, yes. 

Student: I am curious about Mark 16:7, “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is 

going before you to Galilee; there you will see him, as he told you.” Is that because he 

denied Jesus and Mark wanted to be able to confirm the fact that he had been restored? 

What is your opinion on that? 

Dr. Craig: There are a number of interpretations of Peter's being singled out there. I think 

at the end of the day we don't know for sure. Some have said: is this indicative of an 

appearance to Peter? That there was a special appearance of Jesus to Peter in Galilee that 

he would see, and that is why he says, Tell Peter and the disciples, there you will see him. 

Or is it, as you say, a reflection of Peter's having betrayed Jesus and denied him?241 This 

is Jesus reaffirmation of Peter that he will see the risen Lord. Or, and I think this is very 

plausible, this could just be, frankly, a reflection of Peter's leadership in the New 

Testament church. By the time this was written Peter was the chief apostle, a leader in the 

Jerusalem church, and so he is singled out here for attention as being someone to whom 

Jesus was promising this resurrection appearance. Any of those, I think, would be 

plausible and we can't be sure of which is correct. 

Student: So we think that a lot of Mark's information came from Peter. Is that right? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. That is the tradition. Papias and other very, very early sub-apostolic 

fathers – the church fathers that knew the apostles – attribute the Gospel of Mark to Mark 

who was a co-traveler with Peter and served as his interpreter. 

Student: That would make it really bizarre that he ended the story with the women and 

nothing about Peter having come to the tomb. Right? 
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Dr. Craig: Right. It would seem ridiculous to say that if he is aware of the belief in the 

resurrection in the early church that Mark would pretend that this was a permanent 

silence. I find this just far too clever by half. It is just utterly implausible to think that 

Mark was intending this to be a permanent silence. 

END DISCUSSION 

Next time we will turn to a discussion of the postmortem appearances of Jesus in the 

Gospel traditions.242 
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Lecture 31: Postmortem Appearances of Jesus 

In our survey of the Gospel resurrection narratives, we've looked at the burial account of 

Jesus and at the discovery of his empty tomb. Today we want to turn to a discussion of 

the postmortem appearances of the risen Jesus. 

These appearances are already foreshadowed in the Gospel of Mark 16:7 in the prediction 

given by the angel. In Mark 16:7 he says, “Go tell his disciples and Peter that he is going 

before you to Galilee. There you will see him as he told you.” Even though in the 

canonical Gospel of Mark (Mark as we have it today) there is no narration of this 

appearance in Galilee, clearly Mark knows of such an appearance of the risen Lord to the 

disciples and perhaps a wider group including the women that took place in Galilee. 

When you look at the Gospel According to Matthew it is, as it were, a continuation of 

Mark's account. There we do have a narrative of this Galilean appearance. This is found 

in Matthew 28:16-20. 

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had 

directed them. And when they saw him they worshiped him; but some doubted. 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 

observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close 

of the age.” 

We have in both Mark and in Matthew a reference to a Galilean appearance to the 

disciples and perhaps others gathered with them on the mountaintop in Galilee. In 

Matthew's Gospel this appearance in Galilee, however, is preceded by an appearance to 

the women as they rush from the empty tomb to tell the disciples of what they have seen. 

Matthew 28:8-10. 

So they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his 

disciples. And behold, Jesus met them and said, “Hail!” And they came up and 

took hold of his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be 

afraid; go and tell my brethren to go to Galilee, and there they will see me.” 

As the women rush from the tomb to tell the disciples they are met by Jesus who 

basically repeats the message of the angel that they are to go to Galilee and there they 

will see Jesus. The only difference is that in Jesus' terminology he refers to the disciples 

as his brethren - “tell my brethren to go to Galilee, and there they will see me” - whereas 

the angel says, Go and tell Peter and the disciples that they are to go to Galilee and there 

you will see me. 



You also have an appearance to women in the Gospel of John 20:11-18. This is one of the 

most beloved of the Gospel accounts – the appearance to Mary Magdalene. 

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb, and as she wept she stooped to look 

into the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus 

had lain, one at the head and one at the feet.243 They said to her, “Woman, why 

are you weeping?” She said to them, “Because they have taken away my Lord, 

and I do not know where they have laid him.” Saying this, she turned round and 

saw Jesus standing, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, 

“Woman, why are you weeping? Whom do you seek?” Supposing him to be the 

gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you 

have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She turned 

and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabboni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, 

“Do not hold me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brethren 

and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and 

your God.” Mary Magdalene went and said to the disciples, “I have seen the 

Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her. 

I think it is plausible that this appearance is John's shining the spotlight on Mary 

Magdalene for dramatic effect, but in fact this is the same appearance to the women that 

is described in the Gospel of Matthew. We saw earlier that there is the presence of other 

women acknowledged when Mary says, for example, in verse 2, “they have taken the 

Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where they have laid him.” This is referring to 

a plurality of persons. Moreover, the command to Mary to “do not hold me, for I have not 

yet ascended to the Father” seems to make sense in light of Matthew's account where the 

women have fallen at Jesus' feet in worship and have grasped his ankles worshiping the 

Lord and Jesus says, do not cling to me, I've not yet ascended to my Father. The idea is 

not that it would be inappropriate to cling to Jesus or worship him prior to his ascension 

to heaven. Rather, the idea, I think, here is, I haven't left yet. I've not yet ascended to the 

Father. You don't need to cling to me as though you want to keep me here. Go and tell the 

disciples what I've said to you. Notice that Jesus also uses that same word “go to my 

brethren and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father.” I suspect that 

what we have here is in fact the same appearance to the women that you have in Matthew 

28, but that John, for purposes of dramatic effect, has shone the spotlight on Mary 

Magdalene and focused on her. 

In Matthew that is all the appearances you have of Jesus. You have the appearance to the 

women, and you have the appearance in Galilee. But in John's Gospel as well as in Luke's 

Gospel there are additional resurrection appearance stories. For example, in the Gospel of 
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Luke chapter 24 we have the account of an appearance of Jesus to two disciples on the 

road to Emmaus, a village probably around seven miles or so outside of Jerusalem, and 

also a special appearance to Peter, the chief disciple. We find this in Luke 24:13-35. Let's 

read that together. 

That very day two of them were going to a village named Emmaus, about seven 

miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had 

happened. While they were talking and discussing together, Jesus himself drew 

near and went with them. But their eyes were kept from recognizing him. And he 

said to them, “What is this conversation which you are holding with each other as 

you walk?” And they stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, named Cleopas, 

answered him, “Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem who does not know the 

things that have happened there in these days?” And he said to them, “What 

things?” And they said to him, “Concerning Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet 

mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests 

and rulers delivered him up to be condemned to death, and crucified him.244 But 

we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is 

now the third day since this happened. 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 went to the tomb, and found it 

just as the women had said; but him they did not see.” And he said to them, “O 

foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it 

not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” 

And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the 

scriptures the things concerning himself. 

So they drew near to the village to which they were going. He appeared to be 

going further, but they constrained him, saying, “Stay with us, for it is toward 

evening and the day is now far spent.” So he went in to stay with them. When he 

was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to 

them. And their eyes were opened and they recognized him; and he vanished out 

of their sight. They said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he 

talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the scriptures?” And they rose that 

same hour and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven gathered together 

and those who were with them, who said, “The Lord has risen indeed, and has 

appeared to Simon!” Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he 

was known to them in the breaking of the bread. 
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This appearance features this non-recognition motif that is also found in the appearance 

to Mary Magdalene and also in the story in John that we will read by the appearance on 

the Sea of Tiberias. In these three resurrection accounts you have this motif of the risen 

Lord not being immediately recognized by the person to whom he appeared. I think it 

would be incorrect to try to explain this through some natural means. For example, that 

Mary saw Jesus from the back and so did not recognize him, or her tears had blurred her 

vision, or these Emmaus disciples didn't look Jesus fully in the face and so didn't know 

him. Rather, Luke makes it pretty clear that this was a supernatural blindness in verse 16. 

He says, “their eyes were kept from recognizing him.” This was a supernatural inhibition 

or constraint that God had imposed upon them. Then at the moment of the breaking of the 

bread immediately the scales fall away and they recognize Jesus. So I think this is a kind 

of supernatural inhibition imposed by God that then is supernaturally and immediately 

removed at the moment of disclosure. 

What is the purpose of this motif? It is difficult to say, but one suggestion that I think is 

plausible is that this motif is meant to emphasize that Jesus is now in a new mode of 

existence and is therefore not going to be continuing with the disciples in the same old 

earthly mode of existence that they once knew him during his earthly lifetime. He is now 

risen in a glorious, supernatural, immortal, resurrection body. They will not know Jesus 

now in the same way as they did during his earthly life. This non-recognition motif serves 

to underline in a sense this other worldly nature of the resurrected Lord. 

Notice as well that when the Emmaus disciples get back to Jerusalem they find the eleven 

disciples gathered together and you have this report that the Lord has risen indeed and 

has appeared to Simon-Peter. We have no narrative of the appearance to Peter anywhere 

in the Gospels. We have simply this brief reference to it that Luke knows about and that 

he weaves into or inserts into his Emmaus story. So we don't know exactly when this 

appearance to Peter took place, but it was sometime during that period of time that these 

disciples were walking to Emmaus and Jesus appeared to them. By the time they get back 

he had already appeared to Peter as well.245 

The next appearance to be narrated is the most important, I think, of the resurrection 

appearances, and that is the appearance to the Twelve in Jerusalem. We have narratives 

of the appearance to this group known as the Twelve (with a capital letter, if you will). It 

doesn't mean that there were numerically twelve people there. The Gospels are aware that 

obviously Judas had fallen away and so wasn't present. But this was the group called the 

Twelve – the original disciples that Jesus had selected to be his inner circle and to 

accompany him. We have narratives of the appearance to the Twelve in Luke 24:36-42 

and in John 20:19-23. Let's read those passages. First Luke 24:36-42: 
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As they were saying this, Jesus himself stood among them. But they were startled 

and frightened, and supposed that they saw a spirit. And he said to them, “Why 

are you troubled, and why do questionings rise in your hearts? See my hands and 

my feet, that it is I myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones 

as you see that I have.” And while they still disbelieved for joy, and wondered, he 

said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled 

fish, and he took it and ate before them. 

We have a similar narrative of this appearance in John 20:19-23. Let's turn to that 

passage: 

On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being shut where 

the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and 

said to them, “Peace be with you.” When he had said this, he showed them his 

hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus 

said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I send 

you.” And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, “Receive 

the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the 

sins of any, they are retained.” 

The thing that is most striking about this appearance to the Twelve in Jerusalem is 

undoubtedly the physical demonstrations of showing the disciples the wounds in his 

hands and feet, and eating before them in order to show his corporeality. These physical 

demonstrations, I think, serve two purposes. Number one, they show the materiality of 

the resurrection body. This is not some sort of ghostly spiritual body, some sort of 

ethereal substance. This is a body, as Luke says, of flesh and bones. This is a resurrection 

body such as the Jewish hope anticipated when the bones would be raised from the dead 

and clothed anew with flesh. The physical demonstrations are meant to indicate the 

corporeality, the physicality, materiality, of the resurrection body. But secondly they are 

also meant to indicate the identity of the risen Lord with the Jesus who was crucified and 

buried in the tomb. The wounds on the glorified, resurrection body of Jesus show that this 

is the same Jesus that was crucified and buried. This is not a replacement Jesus. This is 

not a resurrection body different from the body that was laid in the tomb. This is the same 

body that was laid in the tomb now transformed and bears these signature marks of his 

crucifixion. 

It is remarkable that even in his glorified body Jesus' still bears the scars of the 

crucifixion and the spear wound that he suffered.246 We might wonder at that. We might 

say, Aren't we going to be healed in our resurrection bodies of every infirmity, scar, and 

disease that we ever had. I think that is true. But in the case of Jesus, these wounds, I 
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think, are, as it were, the trophy of his atoning death on the cross for the sake of our 

redemption. These are eternal reminders of the atoning self-sacrificial death of Jesus by 

which our redemption was won. How appropriate that the risen Lord would carry these 

wounds into eternity in his glorified risen body! 

The other thing that is evident in this appearance to the Twelve is that even though this is 

a material body that is the same body that was crucified and buried, nevertheless it is now 

a supernatural body. It is not just a revivification of the old body. This is the body that the 

apostle Paul, I think, would describe as glorious, immortal, powerful, and spiritual. 

Notice the resurrection body of Jesus just appears in the room where the disciples are 

meeting. It is not as though he had to knock at the door and they had to open it. Rather, 

he just appears in the room where they are. Very often people will say Jesus came 

through the door or he came through the walls. That is incorrect. That is not in the 

narrative. Rather, Jesus just appears in their midst in the room. It is as though he had the 

ability to step in and out of this four-dimensional spacetime continuum as he willed. He 

vanishes in Emmaus, and then appears in the upper room in Jerusalem without traversing 

the distance in-between. The Emmaus disciples had to run all the way back; Jesus didn't. 

He could step out of our spacetime manifold in Emmaus and then enter back into it in 

Jerusalem without traversing the distance in-between. So this is clearly a supernatural 

resurrection body that is described in these narratives. 

The next appearance to be described is the one to Thomas and the Twelve in John 20:26-

29: 

Eight days later, his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with 

them. The doors were shut, but Jesus came and stood among them, and said, 

“Peace be with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here, and see my 

hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side; do not be faithless, but 

believing.” Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, 

“Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not 

seen and yet believe.” 

Here the disciples are gathered together in the same room, and this time Thomas is with 

them. He was not with them on the previous encounter. You might ask yourself, What in 

the world are the disciples still doing in Jerusalem? Hadn't they been commanded by the 

angel and by the risen Lord himself to return to Galilee in order to meet Jesus there? 

What we need to keep in mind is that the Feast of Passover was followed immediately by 

the Feast of Unleavened Bread which lasted seven days. The resurrection appearances 

appear to follow the pattern of these pilgrimages to these feasts in Jerusalem. There is the 

Feast of Passover and Unleavened Bread. The disciples remain in Jerusalem for the 

duration of the feast. Then they return to Galilee and at the appointed time they go to the 



mountaintop described by Matthew and there they see Jesus. So there is this appearance 

eight days later to Thomas and the disciples as they are still in Jerusalem for the duration 

of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Again, we have the emphasis upon the materiality as 

well as the supernatural nature of Jesus' resurrection body. 

The final appearance is narrated in John 21:1-14. This is the appearance by the Sea of 

Tiberias, or the Lake of Galilee.247 

After this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and 

he revealed himself in this way. Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael 

of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples were 

together. Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We 

will go with you.” They went out and got into the boat; but that night they caught 

nothing. 

Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the beach; yet the disciples did not know 

that it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, have you any fish?” They 

answered him, “No.” He said to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, 

and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in, 

for the quantity of fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the 

Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on his clothes, for he 

was stripped for work, and sprang into the sea. But the other disciples came in the 

boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, but about a 

hundred yards off. 

When they got out on land, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish lying on it, 

and bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” 

So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a 

hundred and fifty-three of them; and although there were so many, the net was not 

torn. Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples 

dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord. Jesus came and took 

the bread and gave it to them, and so with the fish. This was now the third time 

that Jesus was revealed to the disciples after he was raised from the dead. 

Very often you will hear people say that this story represents the disobedience of the 

disciples to Jesus' command to go and make disciples of all nations. Instead they had 

returned to their old way of life of fishing in Galilee. So Jesus had to appear to them and 

recommission them. But I think that that is not at all what this story is about. Notice 

anything unusual about the list of disciples in verses 1 and 2? Not all of these disciples 

were fishermen. Peter was, and the Sons of Zebedee. But Nathanael was from Cana, 
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which is a landlocked city. So these were not all fishermen. This was not just a return to 

the old way of life on the part of these disciples. Rather, what is going on here, I think, is 

that the disciples have gone back to Galilee and they are waiting until the appointed time 

to rendezvous with Jesus on the mountaintop in Galilee that is described in the 28th 

chapter of Matthew. Unlike all of the other resurrection appearances, the one in Matthew 

is unique in that it was by appointment. They went to the mountain which Jesus 

appointed them to go to and met with him there. So while they are waiting for that 

rendezvous with Jesus on the mountaintop in Galilee, Peter says, “I'm going fishing” and 

some of the other disciples who aren't fishermen say, “We will go with you.” So they are 

out toiling fruitlessly trying to catch fish spending time while waiting for the resurrection 

appearance described in the Gospel of Matthew. 

This appearance story is undoubtedly meant to be reminiscence of the call of the disciples 

as it is described in the Gospel of Luke 5:1-11: 

While the people pressed upon him to hear the word of God, he was standing by 

the lake of Gennesaret. And he saw two boats by the lake; but the fishermen had 

gone out of them and were washing their nets. Getting into one of the boats, 

which was Simon’s, he asked him to put out a little from the land. And he sat 

down and taught the people from the boat. And when he had ceased speaking, he 

said to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” And 

Simon answered, “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word 

I will let down the nets.” And when they had done this, they enclosed a great 

shoal of fish; and as their nets were breaking, they beckoned to their partners in 

the other boat to come and help them.248 And they came and filled both the boats, 

so that they began to sink. But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ 

knees, saying, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” For he was 

astonished, and all that were with him, at the catch of fish which they had taken; 

and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with 

Simon. And Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; henceforth you will be 

catching men.” And when they had brought their boats to land, they left 

everything and followed him. 

At the very beginning of their call to become fishers of men, Jesus had given them this 

miraculous catch of fish to symbolize the mission to which they would be called by Jesus. 

Now in this resurrection appearance story in John they have a similar miraculous catch of 

fish to symbolize the mission to which he has called them. Do you notice the significant 

difference between these two stories? In the first story, the nets tear open, the fish are 

flopping all over the place, escaping out of the boats, the nets are destroyed. But in the 

 
248 30:00 



second story John makes a point of saying that even though there were so many the nets 

were not torn. This time the nets did not tear open. This symbolizes the success of the 

mission to become fishers of men to which Jesus had called them. So in this resurrection 

appearance, we have this poignant reminder of the mission call of the disciples to become 

fishers of men, and especially the symbolic representation of the success of that mission 

in the fact that the nets did not tear. 

There is more that I want to say about this, but that will have to wait until next time.249 
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Lecture 32: More on the Gospels'  
Postmortem Appearance Narratives 

Today we come to the end of our study of the Gospel appearance narratives concerning 

the resurrection of Jesus. We looked at a number of the postmortem appearances of the 

risen Lord. We ended last time with a discussion of Jesus' appearance to the disciples on 

the Sea of Tiberius in the miraculous catch of fish whereby Jesus recalled the disciples to 

that original call to become fishers of men. 

I suggested last time that this appearance properly understood is an appearance to the 

disciples not having gone back to their old way of life but rather simply passing time in 

Galilee while waiting for the appointed rendezvous with Jesus on the mountaintop 

described in Matthew 28. In the second half of this chapter – John 21 – from verses 15 to 

19 we have the personal interaction of Jesus with Peter described. Let's read that passage 

together – John 21:15-19: 

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of 

John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 

that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to him, 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 

that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time, 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said to him 

the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know 

everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Truly, 

truly, I say to you, when you were young, you girded yourself and walked where 

you would; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another 

will gird you and carry you where you do not wish to go.” (This he said to show 

by what death he was to glorify God.) And after this he said to him, “Follow me.” 

Sometimes people will interpret this passage as a rehabilitation of Peter after his having 

denied Christ three times. While I think it is correct that Jesus' threefold question “Do 

you love me? Do you love me? Do you love me?” does reflect the threefold denial of 

Peter, I do not think that this is a rehabilitation scene. Why? We've already seen that 

Jesus has appeared to Peter already in Jerusalem. Remember in Luke's narrative of the 

Emmaus appearance, when the Emmaus disciples get back to Jerusalem the disciples 

have gathered together and they meet them by saying, The Lord is risen indeed, and has 

appeared to Simon. So Peter and Jesus, I think, have already come to terms by this point. 

Indeed, perhaps the reason that we don't have any narrative of the resurrection appearance 

of Jesus to Peter is because it was so personal and intimate as the Lord restored Peter to 

faith and discipleship after Peter had denied him those three times. So now when Jesus 

appears to them unexpectedly on the Sea of Tiberius Peter is so eager to see Jesus that he 



throws himself into the water and swims to shore ahead of the boat to meet Jesus and 

can't even wait for the disciples to bring the boat to land. In this interaction between Peter 

and Jesus here, you notice that this is not a rehabilitation of Peter. There is no confession 

of sin or contrition on Peter's part. There is no word of forgiveness or absolution from 

Jesus. Rather, this is a re-commissioning scene. Peter is here commissioned to be the 

chief shepherd of the New Testament church.250 

We shouldn't read into this, as people sometimes do, deep theological significance in the 

fact the word for “love” used by Peter and Jesus here is different. This is simply a 

stylistic variation that is common in Greek literature. They thought it was monotonous if 

you would simply repeat the same word over again, so they will use stylistic variance. 

You notice that with the variation between “feeding my sheep” and “tending my lambs.” 

It is synonymous. It is just there for stylistic variation. 

What Jesus is doing here is recommissioning Peter to follow him. Just as he called Peter 

initially in Luke 5 with that great miraculous catch of fish – to follow him and become a 

fisher of men – so here Peter is recommissioned as the chief shepherd of the flock. So I 

do not think this is to be understood as a rehabilitation scene but rather it is properly 

understood as a commissioning scene of Peter. 

That completes the postmortem appearances in the Gospel tradition. Scholars will 

sometimes ask about the sequence of these appearances. Sometimes critical scholars will 

say that these appearance narratives are mutually contradictory; that no sort of coherent 

sequence of events can be put together. But it seems to me that as you read the 

appearances it is relatively easy to list the chronological order into which these 

appearances fell. The very first appearance would be the appearance to the women near 

the empty tomb of Jesus as they discovered that the body is missing. That would then be 

followed by the appearance on the road to Emmaus as disciples have left and Jesus 

appears to them on the way. Some time around that time would be the appearance to 

Peter, as well. We are not sure whether it was before the appearance to the Emmaus 

disciples or afterwards, but roughly simultaneous with that appearance would be the 

appearance to Peter. Then that evening was the appearance to the Twelve gathered 

together in the upper room in Jerusalem. The next appearance was one week later to the 

Twelve, this time including Thomas, as they stayed in Jerusalem for the duration of the 

Feast of Unleavened Bread before going back to Galilee to meet with Jesus where he had 

appointed them. Next comes the appearance by the Sea of Tiberius. As the disciples are 

fishing, Jesus unexpectedly meets with them before the appointed rendezvous, and we 

have the appearance story that we just read together. Finally, there will be the 

mountaintop appearance in Galilee that is foreshadowed by the angel in Mark's account 
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and narrated by Matthew in Matthew 28. So, in fact, it is not difficult to order these 

appearance narratives chronologically, and they tend to follow the sequence of the 

pilgrimages to and from the feasts in Jerusalem. The disciples go to Jerusalem on 

pilgrimage for the Passover Feast and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, then they return 

home to Galilee, and then later they will come back to the Feast of Pentecost where there 

will be the final appearances of Jesus that are not narrated in the Gospels but in the book 

of Acts and there may have been other appearances as well that Paul talks about that are 

not narrated in the Gospels. 

Really, when you look at these appearance stories, the only remaining unresolved 

problem with them, I think, is the appearance to the women. Did the appearance to the 

women occur before the disciples’ inspection of the empty tomb or did it occur after the 

disciples’ inspection of the empty tomb? In the Gospel of Matthew, it seems that as the 

women run from the empty tomb to tell the disciples Jesus interrupts them in their 

journey and appears to them there. On the other hand, in John 20, the appearance to Mary 

Magdalene takes place after Peter and the beloved disciple have come and inspected the 

tomb and they leave and Mary remains at the tomb in tears and then has an appearance of 

Jesus. As you think about these appearances, there is a certain logical order that if you 

didn't have the Gospels and you just wanted to order them in a sort of logical way in 

which these would occur.251 

First, there would be the women's discovery of the empty tomb. Logically that would 

come first. Then, secondly, the women would run to tell the disciples of what they had 

seen, and you would have then the disciples inspecting the empty tomb. They are 

skeptical that the women are correct in saying the tomb is now empty, but they are 

willing to go check it out and see for themselves. Then finally you would have the 

postmortem appearance to the women in which they see that indeed Jesus is risen from 

the dead and that is why the tomb was discovered empty. This would be the sort of 

logical order in which you would expect the events to take place. When you look at the 

Gospels, what you discover is that they actually do tend to fit this pattern. Only John's 

narrative has all three elements. John narrates the discovery of the empty tomb, the 

disciples’ inspection of the tomb, and then the appearance to the women. By contrast, 

Mark has only the discovery of the empty tomb. Matthew has the discovery of the empty 

tomb and the appearance to the women, but not the disciples' inspection. Luke has the 

women's discovery of the empty tomb and the disciples' inspection, but not the 

appearance to the women. Since Matthew has chosen not to relate item 2, he leapfrogs 

from 1 to 3. He has the tradition of the appearance to the women and he appends it 

directly to the narrative of the empty tomb so that it makes it look as if as they fled from 
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the tomb Jesus appears to them and interrupts them before they reach the disciples. But if 

you put the whole picture together, in fact what happens, I think, is that the women run to 

tell the disciples (just as John says), the disciples then come to inspect the empty tomb 

and the women naturally run back with them, finally after the disciples have left there is 

an appearance to the women. The Emmaus disciples leave after hearing of number 2. The 

disciples have gone to inspect the tomb, but there has not yet been any resurrection 

appearances. So the Emmaus disciples set off for home thinking that the tomb has been 

found empty by women and verified by some of the disciples, but they are not aware of 

number 3. That doesn't happen until Mary runs back again to the disciples and says, I 

have seen the Lord. 

So if we understand the Gospels as combining these three independent traditions – 1, 2, 

and 3 – then I think we can put them into a coherent chronological order by 

understanding Matthew to leave out number 2 and just skip from 1 to 3, and that makes it 

look as if the resurrection appearance to the women took place prior to their reaching the 

disciples when in fact it took place afterwards. 

That completes what I wanted to share about these appearance narratives and the Gospel 

narratives in general. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: To sort of recap, how many days did he have – what period of time – from the 

first appearance to the final mountaintop? Secondly, doesn't it say he appeared to five 

hundred at one point and to others? And putting all that in perspective. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. Let me address the last part of that question. There are appearances 

mentioned by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 that we have no narrative of in the Gospels. The 

appearance to the five hundred brethren. The appearance to James, remarkably. We have 

no narrative of the appearance to Peter and no narrative of the appearance to James. We 

don't know why, but they are not narrated in the Gospels. It is unclear whether we have a 

narration to the appearance to all the apostles that Paul also mentions. That could be the 

appearance in Acts 1 at the ascension where Jesus appears to all of them and then departs 

from them. These Gospel appearance narratives are to be supplemented by the very early 

traditions that the apostle Paul knows about and hands on. 

The first part of the question was over how many days did this occur? That is 

uncertain.252 This is an interesting point. If you read Luke's Gospel, it makes it sound as if 

all of the appearances took place on Easter itself and at the end of the day Jesus leaves 

and ascends into heaven. Luke doesn't narrate any Galilean appearances. He just has 

Jesus appear Easter evening in the upper room and that is it. But then you turn the page to 
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the book of Acts 1 (which Luke also writes) and he says, Jesus showed himself alive over 

a period of forty days through many appearances and proofs. So sometimes the Gospel 

writers will abbreviate what they are saying. It is uncertain as to exactly what the time 

involved is. We know that the appearance to Thomas in John was one week later. He says 

it was eight days later. Then they went back to Galilee. But we don't know how long they 

were in Galilee before the mountaintop appearance. So it is uncertain. John just says that 

the appearance by the Sea of Tiberius was the third appearance of Jesus to the Twelve 

disciples. But we don't know exactly. So basically we've got Luke's narrative or summary 

in Acts where he says it was over a period of around forty days. Pentecost was fifty days 

after Easter. So all of the appearances took place, it seems, within that period of time 

except for the appearance to the apostle Paul because he said, As to one untimely born, he 

appeared also to me – after, in effect, the ascension. 

Student: So the mountaintop appearance in Matthew 28 is at a mountain in Galilee. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: But Luke says he ascended from the vicinity of Bethany. Where does that fit in? 

Dr. Craig: I would say that we shouldn't understand Matthew's narrative to be an 

ascension narrative. It is an appearance narrative, and even though there is a sort of sense 

of finality to the Gospel of Matthew in that this is the close of the Gospel of Matthew and 

he leaves them with the Great Commission to go into all the world and preach the 

Gospel, it is not an ascension narrative. It doesn't say that then he ascended into heaven 

and left them. The ascension takes place in Jerusalem on the Mount of Olives later, not in 

Galilee. 

Student: I've always conflated those two in my mind. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. The other day someone commented that the appearance on the 

mountaintop in Matthew was on the Mount of Olives. No. The Mount of Olives is across 

the Kidron Valley in Jerusalem. You see Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives. So this 

Galilean appearance is on some unknown mountain in Galilee. When you think about 

Jesus' Galilean ministry, remember it was in Galilee that thousands of people flocked to 

hear Jesus as he fed the five thousand or the four thousand. So one would imagine that if 

Jesus had appointed a rendezvous with the disciples on a mountain in Galilee, that it 

would not just be the Twelve that would come to meet with him there. Certainly the 

women would also come. And one might think there would be others who could come. 

So it is not at all outside the realm of probability that this is the appearance to the five 

hundred brethren, and that that is why we don't have a narrative of the appearance. It is 

because this is it in Matthew. 



Student: What is your take on the fact that . . . why didn't Mary and some of the disciples 

immediately recognize Jesus when they first saw him? I know it says . . . doesn't it say 

their eyes were kept from recognizing him? What is your take on that? 

Dr. Craig: I did address that a couple weeks ago, so let me refer you to the lesson there. 

But I will just say that in a nutshell (for those who didn't hear it) that we shouldn't try to 

explain this in a natural way. For example, that her tears had blinded her vision or that by 

the Sea of Tiberius the boat was so far from shore they couldn't tell who it was. On the 

contrary, John says they were not far from shore. He emphasizes how close they were to 

the shore. So I think the clue is what you mentioned in Luke with regard to the Emmaus 

disciples. It says their eyes were held from recognizing him. This was a supernatural 

blindness that was imposed by God and then lifted and removed in an instant at the 

moment of disclosure. So we need to ask what theological motif is being represented 

here, and I'm not sure. But one suggestion that I think is plausible is that Jesus is saying 

to the disciples that they will no longer relate to him in the same way in which they were 

accustomed to relate to him during his earthly life.253 Jesus is now risen and ascended to a 

new mode of existence, and their relationship with him now will not be the familiar one 

that they knew when he walked among them and was with them. That is what is 

symbolized by this non-recognition motif. 

Student: Can I back up to the end of last week's lesson? For clarification, because it 

sounded like you said when Christ was resurrected from the dead he was in his glorified 

body. This is what I'm trying to understand. There is nothing spectacular about his 

appearance unlike the transfiguration. We are not talking about the beatific vision here. I 

guess when I think of his final state – his glorified state – I think more of his beatific 

vision, not just him that looks almost like a common man in eating and walking and all 

this. 

Dr. Craig: I think it is a real mistake to think that the glorification of Jesus takes place 

with his ascension into heaven. In the biblical conception, he rises from the dead in his 

glorified resurrection body. This is not a return to the earthly life. Jesus' resurrection body 

was not mortal and prone to disease and ready to die again. Rather, he rises to glory. This 

is a real resurrection and not just a revivification like Lazarus. I think the best indication 

of this is his ability to appear and disappear at will in various locales. You are right. We 

don't see the sort of dazzling light that you have in the transfiguration narrative. That is 

very true. But you do have a Jesus who is invested with supernatural abilities. He can 

suddenly appear in the upper room without having to open the door or come through the 

walls. He just appears in the room. Similarly with the Emmaus disciples and the breaking 

of the bread – he just vanishes out of their sight. And then he reappears in Jerusalem 
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without traversing the distance in between. So I would say that in the conception of the 

Gospels, this is a supernatural body and not just a plain old earthly body that still remains 

to be glorified. 

Student: As a follow on, why is he eating fish and all this though? He is eating fish a 

couple of times. 

Dr. Craig: Yes. 

Student: So, it is a supernatural body, I don't . . . that is what I have . . .  

Dr. Craig: As I said, I think that these remarkable, physical demonstrations of showing 

the wounds and eating the fish is meant to demonstrate to the disciples the corporeality 

and physicality of the resurrection body. They are not merely seeing a vision of the risen 

Lord like Stephen saw. Remember when Stephen is stoned he sees a vision of the Son of 

Man in heaven, but nobody else saw anything. It wasn't corporeal or physical. But Jesus 

wants to emphasize that this is a real resurrection in the Jewish sense of the word – 

corporeal and physical. It is very interesting. When you read the rabbis – the early Jewish 

commentaries – on angelic appearances, they would distinguish between a vision of an 

angel and an actual physical appearance of an angel. They would say the way you could 

tell the difference was that if the food consumed [by the angel was really gone] after the 

appearance was over then it was a bodily appearance. But if the food remained untouched 

despite what you saw then you know it was merely a subjective vision. So this Lukan 

story fits right in with this typical Jewish mindset that the ability to eat and consume food 

was indicative of a real physical appearance and not just a theophany or a Christophany 

or some sort of visionary experience. 

Student: The physical resurrection is such a big deal, and I don't understand why Peter 

and John in the later books didn't emphasize or even bring about their experience with the 

postmortem resurrection. 

Dr. Craig: Well, I don't know how to answer that question except to say that these 

authors in using the notion of resurrection (being risen from the dead) understood this in 

the typical Jewish way.254 It is only modern theologians who have asked if a man raised 

from the dead would have his body still in the grave. For a first century Jew, the idea that 

someone could be raised from the dead while his corpse still remained in the grave would 

have been a contradiction in terms. It was absurd. So as Professor N. T. Wright 

emphasizes in his book The Resurrection of the Son of God over and over again, the word 

“resurrection,” whether used by Christians, by pagans (who rejected it), or by Jews (who 

looked forward to it), always meant a physical, corporeal resurrection, not some sort of 

an exaltation to heaven or a visionary experience. So I would say that in these other cases 
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simply in using the word they are talking about a physical resurrection, and for some 

reason with their readers (unlike Paul's readers in Corinth) they didn't feel the need to 

emphasize it. 

Student: As you know, I've spent a lot of time with Jehovah's Witnesses. One of the main 

things they believe is that Jesus rose only in spirit form and he did not use the physical 

body that he died in. I think of every single point that they believe, this is the number one 

easiest belief to refute, in my opinion, whenever I spent so much time with them. Because 

he goes so out of his way to say, Listen, I am not a spirit, and let me prove it to you. Let 

me eat, drink, touch my hands, show you it is the same body. Their explanations for this – 

it is unbelievable some of the stuff they will try to come up with. But they don't. Most of 

them say, I really don't know. I also think it is really important what you were talking 

about last week and what you were just talking about here about one of their main 

evidences for this is that, Hey, on the road to Emmaus they didn't recognize him. That is 

there number one evidence they have given me that this was not the body that he was 

crucified in, because they didn't recognize it. But you went out of your way – and I think 

it is very clear in Scripture – that this was something supernaturally done to their eyes. 

They were caused not to be able to recognize him, not because of the way he looked but 

something that was actually done to them. That is a really important point if you talk to 

Jehovah's Witnesses about this. 

Dr. Craig: The Jehovah's Witness is burdened by his commitment to the reliability of 

Scripture to try to explain away these problems, whereas the modern liberal theologian 

who doesn't believe in the historicity of the narratives can just dismiss them as legends 

and myths. He doesn't believe in them either. He doesn't believe in physical appearances, 

but he will simply regard these as unhistorical, mythological, or legendary stories. His 

skepticism is born out of a presupposition against miracles – you cannot have a nature 

miracle as astounding as the resurrection of a dead man. 

Student: In John 20 when he appears to the women and he is talking to Mary Magdalene 

and he says, Don't cling to me for I have not yet ascended to the Father, but go to my 

brothers and tell them that I am ascending to my Father, and your Father, to my God and 

your God. It seems out of place to me for the one reason he says, Go tell them that I am 

going to go be ascended to the Father knowing that he is going to appear to them a bunch 

of times over forty days. That seems odd. Then this odd statement, Don't cling to me for I 

have not yet ascended to the Father. It doesn't seem to have any reason behind it to me. I 

was hoping you could explain. 

Dr. Craig: Let me comment on the latter part of your question first. I think when you 

read this Johannine appearance story in light of the story in Matthew, it sheds additional 

light on it. In Matthew 28:9 it says, “And behold, Jesus met them and said, 'Hail!' And 



they came up and took hold of his feet and worshiped him.” If this is the same 

appearance, I think that Mary has fallen at the feet of Jesus and they are clinging to his 

ankles, and Jesus is saying, Stop clinging to me! I've not yet ascended to the Father. I 

haven't left you yet, in other words, And I'm still going to be with you for a time. But I am 

ascending to my God and your God, but eventually. That would be the way I would 

understand the passage.255 I fully grant you that taken in isolation it does appear very 

puzzling. But it seems to me that that is the best way to understand it. 

Student: OK, that makes sense. Thanks. 

Dr. Craig: Good. 

END DISCUSSION 

Having surveyed the biblical data concerning the resurrection of Jesus, we now want to 

turn to a systematic summary of the resurrection. We will begin by looking at a historical 

survey of how theologians over the centuries (indeed, millenia) have understood the 

resurrection of Jesus. I think it is sufficient to simply begin today by saying that the 

earliest church fathers understood the resurrection of Jesus to be a literal event. They 

understood it to be literally the bodily, physical resurrection of Jesus to immortality and 

glory in exactly the same way that Jews understood the resurrection except that this had 

occurred in advance of the eschatological resurrection at the end of history in the person 

of Jesus. Indeed, the biggest debate among the early church fathers with respect to the 

resurrection of the dead wasn't so much about Jesus as it was about the notion of the 

resurrection of the flesh. Would the very flesh that we have be resurrected? The church 

fathers tended to affirm this – we would be resurrected in the flesh and that Jesus carried 

his fleshly body into heaven with his ascension and is there at the right hand of God. That 

raises all sorts of difficult questions about how Jesus can be physically and bodily in 

heaven in his resurrection fleshly body, but we don't need to deal with those now. Here 

we are simply surveying theological thought on this, and it is very clear that for the early 

church fathers, indeed really right up until the Enlightenment in the 17th century, that the 

overwhelming dominant view of the resurrection of Jesus was that this was a literal event 

that transpired to Jesus of Nazareth. 

During the Enlightenment in Europe, that is to say beginning around the late 17th century 

and on into the 18th century, skepticism concerning the resurrection of Jesus began to 

arise. The first such alternative to the resurrection as a literal event was the so-called 

conspiracy theory. We will look at that theory next time.256 
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Lecture 33: Conspiracy and Apparent Death Theories 

Last time we looked at the initial interpretation of the biblical data concerning the 

resurrection of Jesus. We saw that the church fathers held that the resurrection of Jesus 

from the dead was a literal event. This understanding of Jesus' resurrection persisted for 

over a millennium and a half until the dawning of the age of modernity in seventeenth 

century Europe with the so-called Enlightenment. The Enlightenment refers to this 

political and intellectual movement within European culture in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth century in which the Old Order (what one called the Ancien Regime) was 

thrown off in the name of human autonomy and human reason. 

There were two constituent institutions of the Ancien Regime in particular that were 

thrown over with modernity. The first was the monarchy. With the Enlightenment you 

have the development of modern democratic states. Certainly the most successful of these 

Enlightenment political projects was the United States of America which is a product of 

the throwing off of the shackles of the monarchy in the favor of democratic systems of 

government. Even in those institutions that continue to have a monarch, the monarch was 

basically stripped of all significant power and became a mere figurehead of the 

government. The other institution which was closely associated with the monarchy in the 

Ancien Regime was the church. The church and the monarchy oppressed people, stifled 

human autonomy and human reason in the name of authority. So both the monarchy and 

the church were cast off in the Enlightenment. 

You see this most poignantly represented in the French Revolution. During the French 

Revolution in which the nobility were sent to the guillotine, there was a parade held in 

Paris in which an actress was paraded through the streets of the city as representative of 

Reason – Lady Reason. She was escorted to the cathedral of Notre Dame, and there 

enthroned on the altar of the cathedral of Notre Dame representing the, as it were, 

deification of human reason in the place of God. 

With the Enlightenment came skepticism about the truth of Christianity and in particular 

with respect to the resurrection of Jesus. The Enlightenment theorists were not atheists 

for the most part. Rather, they were what is called deists. They held to deism. Deism 

believed in the God of natural theology – a Creator and Designer of the universe, a source 

of moral values and moral obligations for human society. But the deists denied that this 

Creator God of nature revealed himself in any special way to human beings. So there was 

no special revelation of this God of the universe who could be known only through 

human reason. There were no special inspired scriptures, no miracles, no prophesies, no 

dreams that would allow us to have a special knowledge of this Creator of the universe. 

A seminal figure in the rise of skepticism concerning the resurrection of Jesus was 

Hermann Samuel Reimarus who was a professor of oriental languages in Hamburg, 



Germany. Reimarus struggled privately with gnawing doubts about the truth of the 

biblical revelation.257 From around 1730-1768 he wrote down these thoughts, and 

eventually his musings evolved into a massive 4,000-page critique of the Bible. Reimarus 

accepted a deistic natural religion and denied miracles. He never published his opinions 

but he only showed this manuscript to a few close friends and to two of his children. 

After Reimarus died, his daughter gave a copy of the manuscript to Gotthold Lessing, 

who was the librarian at a little German town called Wolfenbüttel. In 1774 Lessing began 

to publish excerpts of this manuscript of Reimarus. He passed them off as fragments of 

an anonymous author which he had found in the archives of the library. In 1777 he 

published Reimarus’ attack on the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. This threw German 

orthodoxy into an uproar. 

According to Reimarus, Jesus claimed only to have been an earthly Messiah. He was just 

another messianic pretender. Since he failed to establish his messianic reign, he was 

executed by the Romans. But the disciples stole Jesus’ corpse and spread the story that he 

had been risen from the dead. They touted him as a spiritual Messiah, not an earthly 

Messiah, so that they could continue the easy life of preaching that they had enjoyed with 

Jesus during his lifetime. Reimarus realized that in order to maintain this theory (which I 

call the conspiracy theory) he had to refute the evidence for the historicity of the 

resurrection. In Reimarus' thinking, the evidence for the resurrection consisted of 

basically three facts. Number one: the witness of the guard at the tomb in Matthew's 

Gospel. Number two was the witness of the apostles themselves. They said that Jesus was 

risen from the dead and they had seen him alive. Thirdly, the fulfillment of Old 

Testament prophecies – Jesus' resurrection fulfilled the prophesies in the Old Testament 

that he would be raised from the dead. Reimarus rejected all three of these. 

Against the testimony of the guard, Reimarus argued that the story told by Matthew is 

improbable in itself, and beside that it is full of contradictions and so cannot be historical. 

He held it to be a story that Matthew invented. Matthew basically made up the story of 

the guard at the tomb, and the other evangelists rejected this fiction and that is why it is 

not included in the other Gospels. As for the testimony of the apostles, Reimarus 

capitalizes on the inconsistencies and contradictions in the resurrection narratives. If this 

were not enough, there is moreover the overriding problem of the privacy of Jesus’ 

resurrection appearances. The apostles’ testimony, he said, is suspect because they are the 

only ones who saw Jesus risen from the dead, and therefore this makes it likely they are 

just making this up. Finally, as to the Old Testament prophesies, he says the Old 

Testament passages in question are so ambiguous that it is strained to interpret them to be 

prophesies of Jesus' resurrection. In any case, the whole procedure of the proof from 
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prophecy begs the question because it assumes Jesus was in fact raised from the dead and 

so did fulfill the prophecies, and this Reimarus denies. So Reimarus concludes by 

summarizing his case in this way258; 

(l) the guard story is very doubtful and unconfirmed, and it is very probable the 

disciples came by night, stole the corpse, and said afterward Jesus had arisen; (2) 

the disciples’ testimony is both inconsistent and contradictory; and (3) the 

prophecies appealed to are irrelevant, falsely interpreted, and question-begging.259 

In Reimarus' view Christianity is quite simply a fraud. It is a lie perpetrated by these 

original disciples in order for them to continue the life they had enjoyed with Jesus. 

I'm sure that immediately objections are popping into your minds to Reimarus' 

conspiracy theory, but I don't want to take those yet. What I want to ask is if there is any 

comprehension-type question. We haven't yet come to the point of critique or assessment. 

Before we do that we simply want to survey the history of various hypotheses about the 

resurrection of Jesus, and the conspiracy hypothesis is the first that would deny the literal 

nature of Jesus' resurrection. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: On the conspiracy theory, what was the basis for that? Was it higher criticism? 

What basis is he using? 

Dr. Craig: Reimarus is genuinely regarded as one of the forerunners of higher biblical 

criticism that eventually grew into German critical studies of the Old and New 

Testament. Reimarus is still a pretty unsophisticated interpreter of Scripture, but you can 

see his critical faculties at work – for example, in his treatment of the guard story in 

Matthew saying that it is found only in Matthew, it is probably a legend or an invention 

or a fiction made up by Matthew, and that it is full of contradictions. So this is the kind of 

incipient biblical criticism that during the following century would become very, very 

forceful in Germany.  

Student: Was Reimarus really the first to bring forth this kind of conspiracy theory or did 

he just kind of perfect it? 

Dr. Craig: So far as I know, he is the first to develop this in modern times. It, of course, 

harks back to the original Jewish response to the disciples' proclamation “He is risen 

from the dead.” You'll remember Matthew says that at the time of his writing this story 

has been spread among Jews “to this day” - namely the disciples came by night and stole 
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him away.260 So this conspiracy theory was actually the very first that Matthew himself 

had to confront. But then it was eclipsed until the late eighteenth century when Reimarus 

revived it. 

Student: It seems to me almost more surprising that it took almost 1700 years for 

someone to really lay this out versus just the kind of rumors that are dealt with in the 

Gospels. 

Dr. Craig: I think this is the product of the Enlightenment. When you think that prior to 

the Enlightenment what the church and the state taught was authoritative. People took 

that at face value. But then beginning with the Enlightenment this critical faculty was 

awakened and they began to question this authority. 

END DISCUSSION 

A second theory that followed Reimarus' conspiracy theory was what is called the 

apparent death theory. Here I need to say an explanatory word about the so-called The 

Life of Jesus movement. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, post-

Enlightenment European theology embarked upon what has been called a “quest for the 

historical Jesus” in order to try to excavate the historical person behind the mythical, 

legendary image of Jesus that is portrayed in the Gospels. The chief effort of this quest 

was to write a Life of Jesus as it supposedly really happened without the supernatural 

accretions that are found in the Gospels.261 One after another these various Lives of Jesus 

appeared during these centuries, each author thinking to have finally uncovered the true 

historical Jesus behind the mask of the Jesus in the Gospels. It has been rightly said by 

contemporary scholars that each of these authors looked down the long well of history 

and saw his own face reflected at the bottom. These historical Jesuses tended to be mirror 

images of the authors themselves as they attempted to write a biography of Jesus. Much 

of the early Life of Jesus movement was spent trying to provide natural explanations for 

Jesus’ miracles and resurrection. Since miracles are impossible, there must be some way 

to explain these events that take place in the Gospels in a non-miraculous way. The high 

watermark of this natural explanation school came with the work of Heinrich Paulus in 

his book Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus) in 1828. In this biography, Paulus develops 

all sorts of ingenious and creative ways of explaining away the Gospel miracles while 

still accepting the fundamental historicity of the accounts. For example, the feeding of the 

five thousand is explained by saying that there was a cave near to where Jesus was 

standing in which there was a cache of bread preserved by the disciples and they would 

hand the bread out to Jesus as he distributed it to the crowds so that everybody could be 

fed. Again, Jesus walking on the water on the Sea of Galilee was explained by there 
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being a wooden platform floating just below the surface of the water so that as Jesus 

walked on the platform he appeared to walk on the water itself. 

When it came to the resurrection of Jesus, Paulus defended the view that Jesus was not in 

fact completely dead when he was taken down from the cross. Rather, he was taken down 

alive, laid in the tomb where he revived, and then escaped to convince the disciples that 

he had risen from the dead. Reimarus' conspiracy theory was rejected as an explanation 

for the resurrection in light of the obvious sincerity of the disciples. It is clear that the 

disciples obviously believed in Jesus' resurrection from the dead, and therefore a 

conspiracy theory was simply implausible. Instead he adopted the apparent death theory 

in order to explain how the disciples might sincerely have believed Jesus was risen from 

the dead even though this was a purely natural event. This apparent death theory enjoyed 

great popularity among the so-called Rationalists in early eighteenth-century Germany. 

Even Friedrich Schleiermacher, whom we've mentioned before, the so-called father of 

modern theology, adopted this explanation of the resurrection – a fact that I find so 

sobering that the father of modern theology should have believed in this apparent death 

theory with respect to the resurrection of Jesus. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I'll ask it because it goes back to the last issue you raised, which is the Roman 

guards at the tomb. It seems to me anybody who knows anything about the Romans 

knows they didn't take lightly the fact that a Roman soldier didn't do what he was told to 

do. If they were told to guard that tomb and it was sealed by the Roman government, 

there should have been a few dead guards around, and there weren't. 

Dr. Craig: You are raising criticisms which I had asked not to do; to defer to later. But 

the point is helpful because, you see, this would be an argument that Reimarus would use. 

Far from supporting the historicity of the guard, this is an argument against the guard's 

historicity.262 Roman guards would never agree to spread a story for which they could be 

executed. They would be derelict in their duty. This, and many others, would be precisely 

the sort of argument that Reimarus would appeal to to say there never was a Roman 

guard. This is made up by Matthew. If there were a Roman guard, they would never do 

what this story says they agreed to do. So this illustrates I think nicely precisely the sort 

of arguments that Reimarus advanced against the guard story.  

Student: Is there historical accounts of the guards being placed? 

Dr. Craig: All we have is Matthew. Remember our biblical survey. We saw that only 

Matthew relates the story of the guard at the tomb. I did point out significantly that in 

John's Gospel there is a Roman guard involved in the arrest of Jesus, which I think is 
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highly significant. There were apparently Roman soldiers that had been secunded to the 

Jewish authorities, and they were involved in the arrest at the Garden of Gethsemane. But 

apart from that, there isn't any reference to the guard until you get to the Gospel of Peter, 

which is an apocryphal gospel one hundred and fifty years or more later than Christ in 

which you have the guard story also told but that Gospel of Peter looks to be just an 

amalgam of the four Gospels. The Gospel of Peter knows the four Gospels and so this 

doesn't appear to be an independent source for the historicity of the guard. 

Student: It seems these guys are handpicking what they decide to believe from the Gospel 

stories and what they don't. In general I was curious, their view of Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

John, whatever – do they find them generally reliable but then they just don't believe 

certain parts of it but they do find them generally historically reliable? More specifically, 

does Paulus believe in the spear in the side rather than breaking of the legs because 

obviously they speared him in the side because he was already dead therefore they didn't 

crush his legs. Does he believe in that historical event from the Gospels? 

Dr. Craig: As we saw, people like Paulus and this natural explanation school tended to 

believe in the historicity of the Gospels. They would grant that these events actually 

happened. But they would provide natural explanations to explain them away. I think 

with regard to the spear thrust, as I recall, Paulus or other advocates of the apparent death 

theory will say this wasn't a plunging to the heart; it was just a little probe or prick to see 

if he would twitch to see if he was still alive and therefore this wouldn't have been a fatal 

wound to Jesus. He could still be alive even after the spear probe. That is the funny thing 

about these early biblical critics. As we'll see when we get to Strauss, later authors will 

just deny the historicity of these things. They will just say they never happened. But at 

this point in this early biblical criticism, there is a tendency to grant the historicity of the 

narratives but to denude them of any supernatural or miraculous quality. 

Student: Are you saying Paulus' belief was that Jesus was just a human and he fooled the 

disciples? Or is he saying the disciples kind of went with what you said – walking on the 

water, the board being placed under the water? Are you saying this is something the 

disciples tried actively to help out to go along with Jesus and to make this grand charade? 

Dr. Craig: That would seem to be implied. In that sense it still suffers from the 

implausibility of the conspiracy theory. It turns Jesus into a charlatan and a liar and a 

fake, which is surely incompatible with what we know about his moral character and 

teaching. So you do have a rather sinister or cynical view of Jesus and the disciples even 

in the apparent death theory as well as in Reimarus' conspiracy theory. In fact, some of 

these apparent death theories (not Paulus', but some of them) were actually versions of 

the conspiracy theory. They would say things like this.263 There was a secret society that 
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included people like Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus. They conspired with Luke, the 

physician, to administer to Jesus a potion that would make him look dead until they could 

revive him in the tomb and bring him back to life. The whole thing was really this 

elaborate conspiracy that involved all of these different biblical figures. The imagination 

just ran wild with some of these theorists. 

Student: You mentioned that Jesus' miracles were explained away (or tried to be 

explained away). I am assuming that at that time they probably tried to tap sciences at 

that time and explain it through naturalistic causes. With the advancement of science 

today, and especially in the area of forensics and microbiology they didn't have 

knowledge at that particular time, do they still try to explain through these naturalistic 

causes the miracles that Jesus created? Or, on the other hand, have they actually proved 

that they existed? 

Dr. Craig: This is actually a very good question. What you are asking me to do now is 

leap two hundred years forward to the contemporary scene. What you might be surprised 

to learn is that it is genuinely acknowledged today that the miracle accounts of Jesus are 

historical – that Jesus was a faith-healer and an exorcist and that these accounts are 

reliable. The miracle stories occupy such a broad range of sources in the Gospels that 

they can't just be dismissed as legendary accretions. But whether they were miraculous or 

not would be a judgment that the secular historian would say he cannot make – he is not 

in a position to say that these were genuine miracles or not. So there still tends to be this 

sort of deistic or naturalistic approach to the narratives even though contemporary 

scholarship has become much more sympathetic to the miracles of Jesus than, say, 

twentieth century scholarship was. 

Student: You mentioned that possible theory that someone gave Jesus a potion that made 

him appear dead. What was their actual evidence for that? Did something even exist back 

then in the first century? 

Dr. Craig: There isn't any evidence for any of this stuff! That is what is so funny about it. 

It is totally ad hoc, that is to say it is just hypotheses that are made up without any 

evidence for them. As I say, Luke was a physician – he was a doctor. He must have 

known about potions and things of that sort. So Luke the physician was the one who 

administered this potion. Joseph of Arimathea was on the Sanhedrin – he was a council 

figure and responsible for the burial. So he must have been in on the plot, too. They drag 

in the Essenes as well. They say the Essenes were actually involved in this. It is 

imagination run wild when you get to these theories, and that is probably why none of 

these Lives of Jesus carried conviction. As I say one after another appeared in succession, 

each author claiming to have discovered the real Jesus of history. 

END DISCUSSION 



That brings us to the mythology theory of David Friedrich Strauss. Strauss wrote a book 

called Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet in 1835 – The Life of Jesus Critically 

Examined. This book sounded the death knell for the natural explanation school of Paulus 

and others. What Strauss saw clearly was that neither the conspiracy theory nor the 

apparent death theory was plausible, and so he sought a third alternative in mythological 

explanations. According to this view, the miraculous events of the Gospels never 

happened, and the Gospel accounts of them are the result of a long process of legendary 

accretion and religious imagination. That will be the theory that we will examine when 

we meet next time.264 
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Lecture 34: Mythology, Subjective and  
Objective Vision, Interpretation Theories 

In our survey of theories of the resurrection of Jesus we've looked at the advent of 

modernity with the Enlightenment and saw the skepticism that arose concerning Jesus' 

resurrection. We talked about the conspiracy theory of Reimarus and then the apparent 

death theory of Heinrich Paulus. We now come to a third theory – the mythology theory. 

With the publication in 1835 of his book The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, David 

Friedrich Strauss turned a major hinge in Christian history. He sounded the death knell 

for both the apparent death theory and the conspiracy theory. He saw that neither of these 

were plausible accounts of the evidence, and therefore he sought a third alternative in 

what we can call the mythological explanation. According to this view the miraculous 

events of the Gospels never happened. Rather the Gospel accounts of these events are the 

result of a long process of the accrual of legend and the shaping of religious imagination. 

Here's how Strauss contrasted his theory with those of his predecessors. He writes: 

In the view of the church, Jesus was miraculously revived; according to the deistic 

view of Reimarus, his corpse was stolen by the disciples; in the rationalistic view, 

he only appeared to be dead and revived; according to our view the imagination of 

his followers aroused in their deepest spirit, presented their Master revived, for 

they could not possibly think of him as dead. What for a long time was valid as an 

external fact, first miraculous, then deceptive, finally simply natural, is hereby 

reduced completely to the state of mind and made into an inner event.265 

That is a tremendously significant sentence – “What for a long time was valid as an 

external fact, first miraculous, then deceptive, finally simply natural, is hereby reduced 

completely to the state of mind and made into an inner event.” Strauss thus denied that 

there was any external fact to be explained. The Gospel accounts are themselves 

unreliable legends which accrued over the years, colored by mythology. 

The fact that the resurrection is unhistorical didn't mean for Strauss that it had lost its 

religious significance. Rather he thought that a spiritual truth was contained within the 

husk of a delusion. Even though this mythological Jesus never really existed, nevertheless 

he thinks that the myth does embody an important spiritual truth, namely the truth of the 

unity of the infinite and the finite, of God and man. Not indeed the unity of God and the 

individual man, Jesus, but rather the unity of God and mankind as a whole. Yes, Strauss 

was a self-confessed pantheist and the truth of pantheism (of Hegel's philosophy) was the 

truth that the myth of the god-man embodied. 
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With regard specifically to the resurrection accounts, Strauss used arguments similar to 

those of Reimarus to demonstrate their unreliability. For example, if the body was 

embalmed and wrapped then why do the women return for this purpose? Was the body 

placed in the tomb because it was Joseph's or because it was near?266 The story of the 

guard is improbable, and the inconsistencies in the empty tomb narrative are 

irreconcilable. As for the resurrection appearances, why should Jesus command the 

disciples to go to Galilee if he was going to appear to them in Jerusalem? And why did he 

command them to stay in Jerusalem if he was going to appear to them in Galilee? For 

such reasons, Strauss thought, no credence could be given to the Gospel stories of the 

empty tomb or the resurrection appearances. 

Even more fundamentally, however, for Strauss the supernaturalist view was not 

disproved simply by the inconsistencies and the contradictions that Reimarus had noted, 

but rather it was ruled out a priori because of the presupposition of the impossibility of 

miracles. Any event that stood outside the unbreakable chain of finite causes was by 

definition mythological. A miraculous event was outside the domain of natural causes 

and therefore mythological by definition. The resurrection is a miraculous event, 

therefore the resurrection is mythological. It is simply ruled out of court by definition. 

The resurrection could not possibly be both a miraculous and a historical event because 

miraculous events are by definition mythological. 

Despite this, Strauss admitted that Paul's challenge in 1 Corinthians 15 concerning living 

witnesses of the appearance of Jesus before the five hundred brethren makes it certain 

that there were people still alive at the time of Paul's writing who believed that they had 

seen Christ risen from the dead. So how is that to be explained? Well, certainly not by 

supernatural intervention because that is unenlightened. He says, “Hence, the cultivated 

intellect of the present day has very decidedly stated the following dilemma: either Jesus 

was not really dead, or he did not really rise again.”267 But the view that Jesus was not 

really dead is the old apparent death theory of Paulus – of the rationalists – and therefore 

is not a plausible alternative. Therefore it follows that Jesus did not rise from the dead. 

The correct explanation of the appearances is to be found by examining the appearance to 

Paul on the Damascus Road. His experience on the Damascus Road makes it clear that 

the appearances were not external to the mind. Rather what happened is that the disciples 

convinced that Jesus was the Messiah began to search the Old Testament scriptures after 

his death and there they found the dying and rising Messiah of Isaiah 53. So the only 

conclusion was that Jesus must be alive – he must be risen from the dead. Soon they 

would see him, especially the women. Having then hallucinated appearances of Christ 

they would naturally infer that his grave must have been empty. By the time they returned 
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from Galilee to Jerusalem (which was certainly not as early as Pentecost) there was no 

occupied tomb to refute them in that belief about Jesus' resurrection. And so in this way 

the belief in Jesus' resurrection originated and eventually years later the legendary Gospel 

accounts arose and came to be written down. 

The position of the very preeminent New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann in the 20th 

century is not significantly different from the view of Strauss with regard to the 

resurrection of Jesus – this is an event that is unhistorical, it's mythological, and any truth 

embodied in it must be found by the process of demythologizing (stripping away the 

mythological elements to discover the spiritual truth embodied in this delusion).268 

Someone remarked to me the last time we were together, Why do we have to study all of 

these anti-Christian heretical theories? Perhaps you find this not very edifying. I think 

this illustrates why. The defender of the resurrection of Jesus today can no longer argue 

against conspiracy theories about who stole the body or was Jesus really dead? Those are 

no longer the issue. Apologetics motivated by the question, Who moved the stone? - 

trying to show that the disciples didn't steal the body or that Jesus was really dead – are 

today outmoded in light of Strauss's criticism. By the same token, the attacks on the 

resurrection by Internet infidels that are still propounding conspiracy and the apparent 

death theories are just as much out of date and obsolete. They are two hundred years 

behind the times and do not realize that these theories have been abandoned by scholars 

today. But by reviewing the history of thought on these subjects we can see what the 

relevant contemporary issues are for the believer in the resurrection of Jesus today. It will 

be the challenge issued by Strauss to show that the events described in the Gospels 

concerning the fate of Jesus of Nazareth following his crucifixion have a historical 

credibility and a good claim to historical reliability. So the issue is: are the Gospel 

narratives of the fate of Jesus of Nazareth credible accounts historically or are they just 

unhistorical legends? 

I'm sure you have critical objections to raise, but we'll get to those later. What we want to 

look at now is just any comprehension type question about Strauss' views. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I think you might have touched on this very briefly but I didn't quite catch it. 

Did Strauss acknowledge that there was an empty tomb? Or did he deny that there was an 

empty tomb? 

Dr. Craig: He would not have believed in the historicity of the empty tomb or, I suspect, 

even the burial account of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea because if the burial story is 

reliable then the site of the grave would be known in Jerusalem. He thinks by the time the 
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disciples came back to Jerusalem there was no grave to be found, no body, no one knew 

what had happened to Jesus. You raise an important point that we'll talk about later, 

namely a denial of the historicity of, say, the resurrection is also going to imply, I think, 

the denial of the historicity of some very mundane, non-supernatural facts about Jesus 

like his burial by Joseph of Arimathea in the tomb. And you cannot disqualify that on 

grounds of supernaturalism because there's nothing supernatural about the burial of Jesus. 

Yet the skeptics have to deny that fact which, I think, puts them in a somewhat awkward 

position as we will see. 

Student: How does he explain why the Jewish nation didn't produce the body? 

Dr. Craig: I don't know for sure unless it would be that he doesn't even think that they 

knew. It could well be the case that he thought they were content to let the Romans 

dispose of the bodies. Remember they were crucified under Roman authority, and it may 

well be the case that he thought that they discarded the corpses. But I'm not sure what he 

would say in response to that. 

Student: If the disciples are proclaiming that Christ arose and witnessed it, why didn't 

they just produce the body? 

Dr. Craig: I think he would say (and this is plausible) that it was much later that they 

came back to Jerusalem and there wasn't any body to be found. They didn't know what 

had happened to the body of Jesus. That was my remark to the earlier question. So there 

wasn't any sort of corpse to refute them when they said that he is risen from the dead. 

And that's why a linchpin of a defense of the resurrection of Jesus I believe is going to be 

the burial account. I think that the historicity of the burial account just emerges front-and-

center in discussing the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let's move on to another more contemporary theory, and that is the subjective vision 

theory or hallucination theory.269 This view is not essentially different from Strauss, but it 

does have some different flavoring on the contemporary scene. 

The most prominent defender of the view that the resurrection appearances were simply 

subjective visions is the German New Testament scholar Gerd Lüdemann. Lüdemann 

realizes that treating the resurrection appearances of Jesus as hallucinations on the part of 

the disciples is going to require him to deny the empty tomb and the burial of Jesus, as 

we've just said. So Lüdemann attacks those narratives as being late and legendary. He 

does not think that the stories of the burial of Jesus and the empty tomb have early, 

historically credible traditions behind them. Rather these are late developing legends. His 

main contribution is to try to explain the resurrection appearances psychologically, and in 
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this respect he makes an advance over Strauss. He tries to make the hallucination 

hypothesis plausible by doing a psychoanalysis of Peter and Paul. He thinks that both 

Peter and Paul labored under guilt complexes which found release by projecting 

subjective visions of Jesus. Peter had denied his Lord three times and was crushed by this 

betrayal. So back in Galilee, in order to come to grips with the terrible guilt that he felt 

for having betrayed Jesus, Peter projected a hallucination of Jesus and came to believe 

that he was risen from the dead. What about Paul? Well, he thinks that Paul had a secret 

attraction to Christianity and that's why he was so vociferous in his persecution of the 

early church. It was a matter of overreaction. Deep inside of him he had a struggle with 

his guilt under the law. Lüdemann interprets Romans 7 – Wretched man that I am! Who 

will deliver me from this body of death? – as Paul's own guilt complex about his failure to 

live up to the demands of the Jewish law, and there was a secret attraction to Jesus and 

the forgiveness that he offered. This finally broke into consciousness on the road to 

Damascus where he projected a hallucination of Jesus, and he then became a follower of 

Jesus because it relieved the guilt complex under which he suffered under the Jewish law 

because of its extraordinary demands. 

In Lüdemann's belief, the resurrection of Jesus is simply a delusion, has no historical 

credibility, and it's based in these hallucinations brought on by guilt. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Could these hallucinations have led to the myths that would have developed 

under the mythological theory? I guess what I'm getting at is what's the primary 

difference regardless of whether what drove the mythology . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: Here's the two differences I see between Strauss and Lüdemann. Strauss 

emphasized mythology more – that the traditions or the stories about Jesus became 

overlaid with mythology, particularly Greco-Roman myths about divine men like 

Hercules who were born of a human mother and a divine god and so were these sort of 

god-men. He thinks that these pagan myths came to influence the stories about Jesus so 

that Jesus becomes a similar divine-human figure who is risen from the dead. You don't 

have that in Lüdemann. I think he recognizes that the hypothesis of the influence of 

Greco-Roman mythology is incorrect, it's now outmoded, and so that doesn't play a big 

role. Instead, for him, the emphasis will be on psychoanalysis, and that isn't in Strauss. 

But in Lüdemann you have an appeal to the depth psychology (of all things) of Carl Jung 

in an attempt to explain the resurrection appearances in terms of Jung's depth psychology 

and the guild complexes under which Peter and Paul both suffered.270 So those would be 
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the main differences, but the end result is pretty much the same. The appearances are 

hallucinatory, and the empty tomb is a legend. 

Student: So Matthew and John have the same visions also, right? 

Dr. Craig: You mean in the sense that he appeared to the Twelve? 

Student: In the sense they were deluded also somehow by . . . did he just discount their 

Gospels? 

Dr. Craig: Let's remember that for these thinkers the Gospels were not written by their 

received authors. These names are probably incorrect. The Gospels were written much, 

much later by authors whom we don't know, and one needn't say that they were insincere 

or liars or anything of that sort. Rather simply that the traditions that they had received 

about Jesus were now so legendary that the original facts were no longer recoverable and 

so they wrote down these stories in the Gospels which have no historical credibility to 

them. But I think for Lüdemann the appearances to Peter and Paul are really primitive. I 

mean we've got Paul's own first-hand letters where he refers to the appearance that he 

saw. So that's clearly historical that he had an experience. Then the appearance to Peter is 

very well-established historically. In fact Lüdemann says it is historically certain that 

Peter and the disciples had experiences after Jesus' death in which they saw Jesus as the 

risen Christ. That is a very strong statement to say it is historically certain that Peter and 

the disciples had these experiences. So he doesn't deny that they had these experiences, 

but he will interpret them as merely subjective visions. 

Student: In regards to Lüdemann, I know you debated him a couple of times fifteen years 

ago or so. It just seems like it's so far out there from the mainstream. Is his line of 

reasoning still more accepted by the liberal side of theologians or has he been kind of 

discounted at well? 

Dr. Craig: His depth psychological analysis, I think, is accepted by no one. His attempt 

to analyze the reason for the visions in these guilt complexes is, I think, fanciful and 

widely rejected. But given the historicity of these experiences, which even Lüdemann 

accepts and Strauss accepted, you can't deny that there were these experiences of seeing 

Jesus alive. It seems to me that all you've got left is some kind of psychological 

explanation if it didn't really happen. So in that sense his hypothesis is still very much 

alive. If you deny that these appearances were genuine sightings of Jesus risen from the 

dead then you pretty much got to explain them away psychologically. 

Student: As far as the subjective and maybe even the objective vision theory also, do the 

people that hold this view point to another historical event that's made up? Like Joan of 

Arc or something like that? 



Dr. Craig: They could but for Lüdemann it's the appearance to Paul on the Damascus 

Road. We have here the key he thinks to unlock what the resurrection appearances were. 

When you look at Paul's experience on the Damascus Road he would say it's evident that 

it was a subjective vision. If you let that model then control the other appearances, they 

must have been subjective visions, too, and the physicality of these stories is the later 

legendary accretions that have attached themselves to these original subjective visions. 

So you're absolutely right. And Lüdemann recognizes this. If his analysis of Paul's 

experience and its being normative (especially for the others) collapses then his whole 

theory collapses. It is based fundamentally upon taking Paul's experience to be normative 

historically for these other experiences. 

Student: So how does he get around that the disciples saw the exact same hallucination at 

the same time?271 

Dr. Craig: This is a real good question, the question of group hallucinations. Mike 

Licona has written quite a bit on this – that there really are no such things as group 

hallucinations because a hallucination is a projection of your mind and therefore it is 

purely private. What can happen would be that several people would simultaneously 

project private illusions. I have read stories of experiences where people see a statue of 

Mary move her hand, and apparently several people had this experience at the same time. 

It wouldn't be a shared hallucination but it would be simultaneously hallucinating the 

same thing. So the defender of the subjective vision theory could try to maintain that 

that's the case here, though the groups involved, I think, far outstrip what we have in the 

psychological case books for these sorts of group experiences. But you're raising a very 

good point. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me hurry on to the objective vision theory. In order to understand this theory we need 

to differentiate between a subjective and objective vision. A subjective vision is a private 

experience. It is a projection of the contents of consciousness and a seeing of something 

that is a projection of your own mind. By contrast, an objective vision would not be 

something that is self-generated. It would be a vision that God has given you where you 

would see something that would be visionary (people around you wouldn't see it) but it 

would be objective in the sense that it's not just a projection of your own mind, rather it's 

caused by God. In 1956 the Marburg theologian Hans Grass in his book Easter Events 

and Easter Report subjected the resurrection to historical inquiry and he concluded that 

the resurrection appearances cannot be dismissed as mere subjective visions. Rather, he 

held that they were objective visionary events. They were not just projections of 

consciousness of the individual disciples. Rather these were seeings of Jesus in a kind of 
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visionary way that was objective. Perhaps one of the most important proponents of this 

objective vision view would be the man under whom I did my doctoral work in Germany, 

Wolfhart Pannenberg. Pannenberg agrees with Grass that the resurrection appearances of 

Jesus were objective visions which God caused the disciples to have of the risen Lord. 

But unlike Grass he also affirms the empty tomb. Grass had denied the historicity of the 

empty tomb but said that God gave the disciples visions of Jesus in his glory and his 

exalted and risen state. But Pannenberg says that the belief in Jesus' resurrection could 

not have been possible in Jerusalem in the face of an occupied tomb. Therefore the tomb 

had to be empty by the time the disciples began to proclaim the resurrection of Jesus in 

Jerusalem. So Pannenberg combines belief in the historicity of the empty tomb with these 

objective visions of Jesus. 

Student: If we have God giving visions of the risen Jesus to the disciples, why dismiss the 

actual resurrection? What do you gain there? 

Dr. Craig: Very perceptive question. This is a supernatural hypothesis, isn't it? God 

accorded to the disciples these objective visions of Jesus rather like the vision of Stephen 

of the Son of Man at the time of his martyrdom. He saw a vision of the Son of Man 

standing in heaven, a vision given to him by God. Why then deny the materiality and 

physicality? I think the reason is because these would be nature miracles.272 They would 

involve the intervention of a supernatural power in this unbreakable chain of finite 

physical causes. Modern theology, as children of the Enlightenment, just will not have 

nature miracles. So they're willing to admit these sort of psychological miracles like 

objective visions of Jesus, even the empty tomb in Pannenberg's case which is pretty 

miraculous, but they don't want to have a physical, bodily resurrection. 

END DISCUSSION  

Let's conclude our survey by looking at one last theory which I have labeled the 

interpretation theory. I don't know what else to call this. This theory is associated with a 

German theologian named Willi Marxsen and then in our country with the notorious 

Episcopalian Bishop John Shelby Spong. What proponents of this view say is that 

something definitely happened to transform the disciples from cowering defeated people 

into bold proclaimers of the resurrection of Jesus. They were willing to go to their deaths 

for the truth of the message they proclaimed. Something very, very powerful must have 

happened to them. But they would say we don't know what it is, and the disciples 

themselves didn't really know what it was either but they latched onto this interpretive 

category in Jewish thinking of the resurrection of the dead in order to describe their 

experience for lack of any better term. So this is just an interpretive category that they 

used to describe their experience, and it shouldn't be taken too literally. For example, 
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Spong, in his book The Easter Moment, says “something big and powerful” actually 

happened to produce this change. In fact, Spong's treatment of this issue is one of the best 

I've ever read in terms of the change wrought in these first disciples. He points out that 

the lives of both Jesus' disciples and his family members as well was radically 

transformed. He notes that Sunday became the new holy day instead of the Jewish 

Sabbath. That God was re-conceived to be not just one person but to be a triad of persons 

that included Christ – the Trinity. That the content of the Gospel message became Jesus 

himself. Rather than Jesus as the proclaimer or herald of the Gospel, Jesus became the 

subject of the Gospel. That Jerusalem became the center of the Christian faith, and the 

leading members of the anti-Christian religious establishment like Paul became followers 

of Christ. All of these historical facts, he says, cry out for some sort of adequate 

explanation, something big, something powerful, that happened to bring about these 

incredible changes. He says, “All of this is historical data . . . that begs for an adequate” 

explanation.273 So he says what must have happened is that Peter went back to Galilee 

and he had a vision of Jesus while in Galilee, and he interpreted this in terms of the 

typical Jewish category of resurrection from the dead. So they began to preach “he is 

risen from the dead” as a kind of interpretation of this life-changing experience that they 

had had. It is basically a kind of agnostic view. We don't know what happened. It was 

big. It was powerful. We don't know what happened, but the category of resurrection was 

imposed upon it for want of a better explanation. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: [inaudible] 

Dr. Craig: Spong? I don't like to make pronouncements on people's own personal 

relationship with the Lord, but he doesn't believe in the literal resurrection of Jesus. And 

in conversation with us after our debate he said to us, Really, I'm just a mystic. So he 

would characterize himself as a mystic rather than a Christian.274 

END DISCUSSION 

Having surveyed these alternative views of the resurrection of Jesus, what we want to do 

next time is to examine the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus and see what is the best 

of these several competing explanations.275 

Lecture 35: Historical Investigation of the Resurrection 

In our lesson on the resurrection of Jesus we have surveyed the biblical data concerning 

Jesus' resurrection, and we have also looked at the history of thought concerning the 
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event of Jesus' resurrection. Now we come to some assessment of which view of the 

resurrection is the correct view. We will want to talk here about both the fact of the 

resurrection as well as the meaning of the resurrection. The earliest Christians thought 

that the meaning of the resurrection was bound up with the facticity of the resurrection. 

Paul said, If Christ has not been raised then your faith is futile and you are still in your 

sins. But as we saw many modern theologians think that the resurrection can still be a 

meaningful religious concept even if it did not occur historically. So we want to look at 

not only the fact of the resurrection but the meaning of the resurrection. 

When we talk about the fact of the resurrection of Jesus there are, I think, at least two 

ways to come to a knowledge of the truth of Jesus' resurrection from the dead. We might 

call these the existential way and the historical way. The existential way of coming to 

know the truth of the resurrection is through having a personal experience of the risen 

Lord oneself. When you think about it this is the way in which the vast, vast majority of 

Christians down through history have come to believe in Jesus' resurrection. The vast 

majority of Christians have never had the education or the library resources or the leisure 

time to conduct a historical investigation of the evidence for the resurrection. And yet 

they’ve had a vibrant and living confidence in the truth of Jesus' resurrection. Why? 

Because they had had a personal encounter with the living Lord himself and so know that 

he is risen from the dead. This type of existential knowledge of the resurrection of Jesus 

would be a properly basic grasp of the truth of the resurrection. Remember when we 

talked about natural theology we saw that in addition to arguments for God's existence 

that belief in God can also be a properly basic belief not grounded on argument. It can be 

in the foundations of one's system of beliefs grounded in the witness of the Holy Spirit – 

one's experience of God himself. Similarly I would suggest that belief in the resurrection 

of Jesus can be a properly basic belief grounded in an encounter with the living Lord 

himself. 

That being said, it nevertheless is true that the resurrection of Jesus is purportedly an 

event that took place at a certain time in history and at a certain place in the world and 

therefore is in principle open to historical investigation as to what really happened at that 

time and place. So we will want to examine what is the historical evidence for the 

resurrection of Jesus. This avenue of approach to the knowledge of the resurrection can 

be called the evidential avenue. The first was the existential avenue; this now would be 

the evidential avenue. 

In approaching the resurrection of Jesus historically one doesn't come to this subject in a 

vacuum. Let me state very clearly two presuppositions that I make in approaching this 

issue. 



First, I am presupposing the existence of God. This is demonstrated, I think, by the 

arguments of natural theology such as the cosmological argument, the teleological 

argument, the moral argument, and so forth. We studied those arguments already in this 

class, and I am assuming then that those arguments make it plausible to believe that God 

exists.276 This presupposition represents the classical approach to the resurrection that is 

taken by great Christian thinkers historically, people like Hugo Grotius, Samuel Clark, 

William Paley, as well as contemporary scholars like Stephen Davis and Richard 

Swinburne, and it is the approach that I have adopted in my published work such as 

Reasonable Faith. 

I appreciate that anybody who is not a theist will not share this presupposition. Atheists 

and agnostics will not have this presupposition, neither will Buddhists and most Hindus. 

Nevertheless in the case of those persons what one needs to do is retrace one's step and 

go back to the arguments again for the existence of God and attempt to make a case for 

God's existence. But having this presupposition or not is going to make a huge difference 

in how you evaluate the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus and the competing 

explanations of the facts. 

The second presupposition that I make is that our background knowledge includes a good 

deal of information about the historical Jesus. I am including here things such as the 

outline of his life, his teaching, his radical personal claims, and his death by crucifixion. 

In presupposing these facts I stand squarely within the mainstream of New Testament 

scholarship with regard to the historical Jesus. These are not conservative 

presuppositions. These are the conclusions shared by the wide majority of historical Jesus 

scholars. Again, I appreciate that Muslims, for example, would not share this 

presupposition. Most Muslims believe that Jesus was just an Islamic prophet who 

proclaimed a simple message of monotheism and that he was not in fact crucified. But 

this is a position which is so extreme that to call it marginal would be kind. This doesn't 

even appear on the radar screen of historical Jesus scholarship today. So I think I am also 

very safely situated with respect to this second presupposition. 

In connection with this I should also make clear that I am presupposing two common 

assumptions of New Testament historical Jesus scholarship. First of all, what is called 

Markan priority; that is to say, I am presupposing that Mark's Gospel is the earliest of the 

four Gospels. Secondly, I am presupposing that the Gospel of John is independent of the 

Synoptics (that is to say, of Matthew, Mark, and Luke). While Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

are interrelated (Matthew and Luke seem to know Mark and use Mark in writing their 

own Gospel), it is generally agreed that John's Gospel is independent of those other three. 
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So I am presupposing that as well. As I say, these are common assumptions held by the 

majority of New Testament scholars today. 

There will be two steps in any historical argument for Jesus' resurrection even if these 

aren't always clearly delineated. The first step will be to establish the facts which will 

serve as historical evidence that requires explanation. So the first step is to establish the 

facts which will then serve as the evidence that one is seeking to explain. The second step 

is to argue that the hypothesis of Jesus' resurrection is the best or most probable 

explanation of those facts. So step two is to argue that the hypothesis of Jesus' 

resurrection is the best or most probable explanation of those facts. 

Step one will involve an investigation of the historicity of such Gospel events as Jesus' 

burial, the discovery of his empty tomb, his postmortem appearances, and the very origin 

of the disciples' belief in his resurrection. Then, in step two, one will assess the 

comparative theories that have been offered as explanations of these facts such as the 

conspiracy theory, the apparent death theory, the subjective vision theory, and so forth.277 

With this two-step procedure in mind, I want to consider the objection of one of the most 

important skeptics concerning a historical approach to the resurrection of Jesus today, 

and this is Bart Ehrman who is one of the most popular religious authors on the 

contemporary scene. Ehrman does not so much dispute the facts concerning the 

resurrection of Jesus or offer rival hypotheses for explaining them as he simply rules any 

historical investigation of the resurrection out of court to begin with. His claim is that 

there can be in principle no historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus, and so our 

whole project in Ehrman's view is simply misconceived. Why does he think that? Well, 

he says historians have no access to what happens in the supernatural realm. They only 

have access to what happens in the natural world. Therefore a supernatural act or event is 

by its very nature outside the province of the historian. The historian as a historian cannot 

tell us whether God is the cause of some event. At the very best he can tell us whether 

certain events occurred and whether people believed that those events were miracles, but 

he cannot adjudicate that claim. He cannot tell us that the event really was a miracle 

caused by God. 

With respect to the resurrection Ehrman says, 

Historians . . . have no difficulty whatsoever speaking about the belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection, since this is a matter of public record. For it is a historical fact that 

some of Jesus’ followers came to believe that he had been raised from the dead 

soon after his execution.278 
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But the truth or the falsity of that belief, he says, is not within the purview of the 

historian. 

Once we differentiate, as we have, between the two steps or stages in a historical 

argument for the resurrection then I think it becomes very apparent that Ehrman's 

objection (even if you concede it) at most strikes against step two of the argument. The 

resurrection of Jesus is indeed a supernatural or miraculous explanation of the evidence. 

But the evidence established in step one of the argument is not itself supernatural or 

miraculous. None of the relevant facts that make up the evidence to be explained is in any 

way supernatural or inaccessible to the historian. For example, take the fact that Jesus' 

tomb was found empty on Sunday morning after the crucifixion by a group of his women 

followers. There is nothing miraculous about the discovery of an empty grave. To give an 

analogy, after Abraham Lincoln was assassinated and interred in the tomb in Springfield, 

a plot was hatched by enemies of Lincoln to steal his body from the tomb in Springfield. 

The Civil War historian will obviously want to know whether that plot was successful or 

not, or was it foiled? Was Lincoln's body missing from the tomb in Springfield? Or again, 

take the postmortem appearances of Jesus, a Civil War historian will want to know if 

Lincoln's closest associates like Secretary of War Stanton or Vice President Johnson 

experienced visions of Lincoln alive after his death.279 Those are questions which any 

historian can investigate. And it is the same with the facts relevant to the resurrection 

hypothesis. So even if Ehrman were correct that the historian, because of some 

methodological constraint on him as a historian, cannot infer the resurrection of Jesus as 

the best explanation of the evidence he can still investigate the events which constitute 

the evidence which the resurrection hypothesis seeks to explain. 

Indeed it is very interesting that Ehrman himself, after expressing initial skepticism about 

some of those facts, came to regard all of them as historically well-founded. In his 

Teaching Company lectures on the historical Jesus, Ehrman says with respect to Jesus' 

burial and empty tomb, 

. . . (the earliest accounts we have are unanimous in saying) that Jesus was in fact 

buried by this fellow, Joseph of Arimathea, and so it’s relatively reliable that 

that’s what happened. We also have solid traditions to indicate that women found 

this tomb empty three days later.280 

As for the postmortem appearances, Ehrman agrees with virtually all scholars in holding, 

“we can say with some confidence that some of his disciples claimed to have seen Jesus 
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alive.”281 We have already seen that Ehrman thinks that the historian can establish that 

shortly after Jesus's execution some of his followers came to believe that God had raised 

him from the dead. In fact, Ehrman even surmises that if Jesus had died and no one 

believed in his resurrection then no new religion would have emerged following his 

death. So Ehrman himself has no problem with historians carrying out a historical 

investigation of these facts concerning what happened to Jesus after his death.  

Honesty in advertising requires me to say that after he delivered these Teaching 

Company lectures Ehrman began to walk back these concessions and to deny the 

historicity of the burial and the empty tomb and so forth but without refuting any of the 

arguments he gave in his lectures for why he thought they were historical. One cannot 

help but to suspect that he began to see perhaps where this evidence was leading and so 

began to backtrack. But in any case his own procedure illustrates that whatever your 

verdict on these events may be (yes or no, historical or not) at least they are open to the 

historical investigation of a modern inquirer. 

In fact, if you know the literature on the resurrection of Jesus what you will notice is that 

many if not most defenders of the resurrection of Jesus today are really quite content to 

rest their case with just step one of the argument – namely, laying out the facts of what 

happened to Jesus after his crucifixion – and they simply leave the question of the best 

explanation of this evidence to be settled between the reader and God. After all not 

everything has to be proved by the historian, does it? So I would say that in books on the 

resurrection typically 90% of the book is devoted to step one of the argument establishing 

the facts to be explained. Take for example N. T. Wright's massive study The 

Resurrection of the Son of God. This is one of the most important contemporary books on 

the resurrection of Jesus – The Resurrection of the Son of God. In this book Wright 

spends the majority (almost the entirety) of his 800 pages to establishing the historicity of 

the empty tomb and the postmortem appearances of Jesus. He says virtually nothing 

about what is the best explanation of these facts.282 When it comes to step two of the 

argument that the resurrection is the best explanation what he does is simply hands the 

ball off to Gary Habermas and says, Read Gary Habermas' work on these rival theories 

to the resurrection as to which of these is the most plausible. But Wright has almost 

nothing to say himself in defense of the resurrection hypothesis as an explanation for the 

empty tomb and postmortem appearances. He is content having firmly established those 

facts to simply invite the reader to consider whether or not a naturalistic worldview is 

really the best explanation for these facts and whether or not a supernatural explanation 

wouldn't make good sense. 
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So the establishment of step one alone in the argument would be a very major 

accomplishment with which the defender of the resurrection of Jesus might well rest 

content. But why must we stop there? Why think we cannot go on to step two and that 

step two is off-limits to the historian? Ehrman seems to suggest that what prevents the 

historian from inferring a supernatural cause is his lack of access to the supernatural 

realm. This lack of access prevents his justifiably inferring that some event has a 

supernatural cause. But it seems to me that this objection on the face of it is really fairly 

weak. 

In the first place, the historian does not need to have direct access to the explanatory 

entities postulated by one's hypothesis. Here I would simply invite you to think of the 

analogy of modern physics. Theoretical physicists posit all sorts of explanatory entities to 

which they do not have direct access – strings, higher-dimensional membranes, and even 

parallel universes. And they postulate such entities as the best explanation for the 

evidence to which we do have direct access. This procedure is not unique to theoretical 

physics either. The historical sciences like paleontology, geology, and cosmology do 

exactly the same thing. For example, as odd as it may sound, dinosaurs, just like quarks, 

are theoretical entities which are postulated as the best explanation for the fossil evidence 

that we do have, but we have no direct access to such creatures. So it is simply not true 

that you need to have direct access to your explanatory entities in order for you to 

postulate them as the best explanation of the evidence. 

Secondly, the historian doesn't have direct access, in fact, to any of the objects of his 

study. Indeed this is one of the most oft-cited problems of the objectivity of history. The 

past is gone and the things and the events of the past can be inferred only indirectly on 

the basis of present evidence. So the way the historian constructs his hypothesis of the 

past is by making inferences about entities to which he has no access directly on the basis 

of the present evidence. Inaccessibility thus doesn't distinguish natural from supernatural 

entities or explanations. It is common in historical study that you do not have direct 

access to the objects of your study. 

Finally, the last point that I want to make – and this is really the bottom line and the most 

important – is that even if we concede that the professional historian, as a member of 

“The Guild”, must act under the constraint of methodological naturalism (that is to say, 

under the methodological constraint that you can only infer natural causes for natural 

events), the question remains: why should we be under any such constraint? Why can't I, 

as a philosopher or just a human being, judge that the best explanation of the facts is a 

miraculous explanation?283 Indeed, why can't the historian in his off-hours, so to speak, 

make this inference? Wouldn't it be a tragedy if we were prevented from knowing the 
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truth about reality simply because of a methodological constraint? That would seem 

insane. So apart from some good reason for thinking that inference to a supernatural 

explanation is somehow irrational, I don't see any reason why we, when we are not acting 

as professional historians, should be prohibited from making a supernatural inference and 

being constrained by some sort of mere methodological restriction. 

That brings us to the end of our time. What we will do next time is begin to look at the 

evidence for the resurrection of Jesus – that is to say, the evidence to be explained.284 
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Lecture 36: Historicity of the Empty Tomb 

Last time we saw that an assessment of the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus will 

proceed in two steps. The first step will be establishing the facts which will serve as the 

evidence that any adequate historical hypothesis must explain. The second step is to 

assess the competing hypotheses to see which one does provide the best explanation of 

the facts. This morning let's begin with stage one: an examination of those facts which 

must be explained by any adequate historical account of the fate of Jesus of Nazareth. 

It seems to me that these facts can all be summed up under three broad headings: the 

empty tomb of Jesus, his postmortem appearances, and finally the very origin of the 

Christian faith itself. 

Let's look first at the historicity of the empty tomb. Here I want to summarize briefly six 

lines of evidence supporting the fact that the tomb of Jesus was found empty by a group 

of his women followers on the first day of the week after his crucifixion. Notice the 

modesty of that statement. Let me repeat it. The tomb of Jesus was found empty by a 

group of his women followers on the first day of the week after his crucifixion. We are 

not going to try to establish the facticity of the number of women at the tomb, whether 

they left before the sun had risen or after the sun had risen, whether there was a guard at 

the tomb or whether it was unguarded, whether there was one angel or two angels. All of 

those are secondary details. We are interested in the historical core of this narrative 

which, I think, is the fact that the tomb of Jesus was in fact found empty by a group of his 

women followers on the Sunday morning after his crucifixion. 

The first line of historical evidence in support of this fact is that the historical reliability 

of Jesus’ burial supports the empty tomb. You might ask yourself: how does the fact that 

Jesus was buried support the fact that his tomb was found empty? The answer to that 

question is simply this. If the burial account is accurate then the location of Jesus' tomb 

was known in Jerusalem to both Jew and Christian alike. To Jews, because he was 

entombed by a Jewish Sanhedrist, Joseph of Arimathea; and to Christians, because the 

women followed the burial party, saw where he was laid so that they might come and 

carry out their devotions to the corpse on Sunday morning. So if the burial account is 

accurate it means that the site of Jesus' tomb was known in Jerusalem to both Jews and 

Christians. But in that case his tomb must have been empty when the disciples began to 

preach that God had raised Jesus from the dead. Why? Three reasons. 

First, the disciples would not have believed in Jesus' resurrection if his corpse still lay in 

the tomb. It would have been wholly un-Jewish, not to say foolish, to believe that a man 

was raised from the dead while his body still lay in the tomb. One of the greatest merits 



of N. T. Wright's massive study of the resurrection of Jesus is his demonstration that the 

word “resurrection” always meant physical, bodily resurrection.285 He writes, 

Let us be quite clear at this point . . . when the early Christians said ‘resurrection’ 

they meant it in the sense it bore both in paganism (which denied it) and in 

Judaism (. . . which affirmed it). ‘Resurrection’ . . . meant bodily resurrection; and 

that is what the early Christians affirmed.286 

So the disciples, in affirming that Jesus had been raised from the dead, could not possibly 

have held such a belief if the corpse still lay in the tomb. 

Some critics have suggested that the disciples were so convinced of Jesus' resurrection 

that they never bothered to check the grave site. They never bothered to look and see 

whether in fact the tomb was empty. But I think if you just reflect on that a little bit it is 

rather silly when you think about it. Are we to believe that the Christians living in 

Jerusalem never went to the tomb where Jesus had been interred? If not to verify that it 

was empty, at least to see the place where the Lord lay? It seems to me that that is utterly 

implausible. Moreover it contradicts the evidence that the site of the tomb was in fact 

preserved in Christian memory. 

The second reason that the tomb must have been empty once the disciples began to 

preach the resurrection is that even if they had preached the resurrection of Jesus despite 

his occupied tomb scarcely anybody else in Jerusalem would have believed them. One of 

the most remarkable facts about early Christian belief in Jesus' resurrection was that it 

flourished not simply in Galilee or far away Damascus but rather in the very city where 

Jesus was publicly crucified. So long as the people of Jerusalem even thought that Jesus' 

body lay in the tomb few would have been prepared to believe such nonsense as that 

Jesus had been raised from the dead. 

Finally, number three, even if they had somehow so believed, the Jewish authorities 

would have exposed the whole affair as a hoax simply by pointing to the occupied tomb 

of Jesus. Indeed, they could have even gone to the extreme measures of actually 

exhuming the corpse as decisive proof that Jesus had not risen from the dead as the 

disciples claimed. Even if the remains of the body in the tomb where Jesus had been laid 

were no longer identifiable because of putrefaction, nevertheless the burden of proof 

would have been on the shoulders of those who denied that it was Jesus’ remains that 

were there in the tomb. But there is no such dispute ever over such an identification of the 

remains of Jesus. There simply isn't any evidence that such a dispute ever existed. On the 

contrary, as we will see later on, the dispute that did exist in Jerusalem between Jewish 
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non-Christians and Jewish Christians was over the fact of the empty tomb and how best 

to explain it. But they did not dispute over the identification of Jesus' corpse. 

Some have said that this lack of exposure on the part of the Jewish authorities of the 

disciples’ proclamation of Jesus' resurrection is because the Jewish authorities didn't 

really take this whole business very seriously. For them this proclamation that Jesus was 

risen from the dead by this little group in Jerusalem was just a minor nuisance that wasn't 

really worth dealing with and therefore they didn't bother to refute it by pointing to the 

tomb of Jesus. Once again, however, I think that such a suggestion is just fantastically 

implausible. In any case it is solidly contrary to the evidence which shows that the early 

Jewish authorities in Jerusalem were very concerned about this budding Christian 

movement. After all, just think of their engaging the Pharisee Saul of Tarsus to persecute 

the early Christian church, even sending him with letters to Damascus. And we know that 

from Saul's own hand. We have his own letters about his activity as a persecutor of the 

church.287 

So it seems to me that if the story of Jesus' burial in the tomb is historical then it is a very 

short inference to the historicity of the empty tomb as well. It would be very difficult to 

maintain the historicity of the burial account and yet deny the historicity of the empty 

tomb story. For that reason skeptical critics who deny the historicity of the empty tomb 

have felt obligated to deny the historicity of the burial account as well. 

Unfortunately for them, however, Jesus' burial in the tomb is one of the best-established 

facts about Jesus of Nazareth. I go into this in considerable detail in my published work, 

for example in Reasonable Faith, but this morning let me just mention a couple of points 

in support of the historicity of the burial narrative. 

First, Jesus' burial in the tomb is multiply attested in extremely early and independent 

sources. The account of Jesus' burial in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea is part of Mark’s 

source material that he used in writing his Gospel. This source is usually known as the 

pre-Markan passion story. It is the story of the final week of Jesus' life, of his suffering, 

crucifixion, death, and burial. This pre-Markan passion story is an extremely early source 

that antedates Mark which is already the earliest of the four Gospels. It is probably based 

on eyewitness testimony. The German commentator Rudolph Pesch dates it to within 

seven years of Jesus' crucifixion. So this passion source, according to Pesch at least, goes 

back to within the first seven years after Jesus' death. This is an extremely early account 

then of the burial of Jesus in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea and completely explodes the 

hypothesis by someone like David Strauss that the empty tomb story is the product of a 

long period of legend and mythological development. 
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Not only do we have the early pre-Markan passion source, but secondly we've already 

seen that Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 quotes from an old Christian tradition that he 

himself had received and then in turn passed on to his Corinthian converts. Paul probably 

received this tradition no later than his visit to Jerusalem that is mentioned in Galatians 

1:18 which took place in the year AD 36. He probably received it no later than that visit 

if not earlier while he was still in Damascus. When you recall that Jesus was crucified 

around AD 30 that means that this tradition that Paul quotes goes back to within the first 

five years after Jesus’ crucifixion. Thus, it is an extremely early source. 

The tradition that Paul hands on is a summary of early Christian preaching, and it may 

have been used in Christian instruction. Its form would have made it suitable for 

memorization. It consists of four lines, the first and third of which are parallel and the 

second and fourth of which are parallel. So it is easily memorized. Here is what it says: 

that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he was 

buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, 

and that he appeared to Cephas [Peter], then to the twelve. 

Notice that the second line of this tradition – “and that he was buried” – refers to Jesus' 

burial. This is therefore an extremely early tradition that Jesus, following his crucifixion, 

was given burial.288 

We might wonder, however, was the burial that is mentioned in Paul's tradition the same 

as the burial by Joseph of Arimathea that is related in the pre-Markan passion story? I 

think the answer to that question can be made clear by comparing Paul's four-line 

formula with the pre-Markan passion story on the one hand and the sermons in the Acts 

of the Apostles on the other, particularly the apostolic sermon that is found in Acts 13. If 

I had time to write these out that would be the best way to compare these. Compare in 

one column the events related in 1 Corinthians 15 and then the events in Mark chapters 

15 and 16 and then finally the apostolic sermon in Acts 13. When you compare these, 

what do you find? Well, in 1 Corinthians 15 the pre-Pauline formula begins, “Christ 

died.” The pre-Markan passion story says, “and Jesus uttered a loud cry and breathed his 

last.” Then the Acts 13 sermon says, “Though they could charge him with nothing 

deserving death, yet they asked Pilate to have him killed.” So in each case – in the pre-

Pauline tradition, in the pre-Markan passion story, and in the apostolic sermon in the 

book of Acts – they all begin with Christ's death. 

Second, “he was buried.” That is what the pre-Pauline formula of 1 Corinthians 15 says – 

he was buried. In Mark 15, it says, “And he [that is, Joseph] bought a linen shroud and 

taking him down wrapped him in the linen shroud and laid him in a tomb.” So this is the 
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story of the burial in the tomb by Joseph. The Acts 13 passage says, “They took him 

down from the tree and laid him in a tomb.” So the second line is the burial in the tomb. 

The third line in the formula by Paul quoted in 1 Corinthians 15 is “he was raised.” The 

pre-Markan passion story says, “He has risen. He is not here. See the place where they 

laid him.” Then in the apostolic sermon in the book of Acts, chapter 13, the apostle says, 

“But God raised him from the dead.” So the third element is the resurrection from the 

dead. 

Finally, fourthly, in the pre-Pauline tradition Paul says, “he appeared.” Chapter 16 of 

Mark says, in the words of the angel, “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going 

before you to Galilee. There you will see him.” The apostolic sermon in Acts 13 says, 

“and for many days he appeared to those who came up with him from Galilee to 

Jerusalem who are now his witnesses to the people.” 

So you have a remarkable correspondence here of three independent traditions which I 

think is convincing evidence that this four-line formula quoted by the apostle Paul is, just 

as he says, a summary in outline form of the apostolic preaching and hence of the 

principal events of the passion account including Jesus' burial in the tomb which is 

summarized by the second line of the formula. 

Thus we have evidence from two of the very earliest independent sources behind the New 

Testament for the burial of Jesus in the tomb, namely the pre-Markan passion story on the 

one hand and the pre-Pauline tradition quoted in 1 Corinthians 15 on the other. 

But that is not all, for further independent testimony to Jesus’ burial by Joseph is also 

found in the sources behind Matthew and Luke and in the Gospel of John, not to even 

mention the extra-biblical Gospel of Peter.289 The differences between Mark's account of 

the burial and those of Matthew and Luke suggests that Matthew and Luke had additional 

sources besides Mark alone. They certainly used Mark’s account but they had additional 

sources as well. 

You could try to explain the differences between Mark and Matthew and Luke as just 

being the result of Matthew and Luke’s editorial work in telling the story in their own 

words. But I think those differences are not plausibly explained as due to just editorial 

work by Matthew and Luke for a number of reasons. For example, these differences tend 

to be very sporadic and uneven. They don't seem to be theologically motivated. They 

seem to be just off-hand and uneven in their nature. For example, Mark talks about a 

tomb which had been hewn out of rock whereas the way Matthew puts it is a tomb which 

he hewn in the rock. The differences just seem trivial, not that Matthew is making any 

kind of editorial point here. Moreover there is the curious omission in Matthew and Luke 
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of Pilate’s interrogation of the centurion. Remember in Mark the centurion is interrogated 

by Pilate to see whether or not Jesus was really dead. Both Matthew and Luke omit this 

story. Finally, there are agreements between Matthew and Luke in wording in contrast to 

Mark. That is to say, Matthew and Luke have a shared wording and vocabulary that 

actually contrasts to Mark. For example, in Matthew 27:58 you have a sentence which is 

identical to Luke 23:52. Matthew 27:58 is identical to Luke 23:52. It says, “This man 

went into Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.” That is not from Mark. It is identical in 

Matthew and Luke, and yet they didn't get it from Mark, which suggests they are working 

with some sort of independent source. Also the phrase “wrapped it in linen” is identical in 

Matthew and Luke and yet they didn't get this from Mark. 

For these reasons I think that the differences between Matthew and Luke’s account of the 

burial and Mark's account of the burial are not to be explained most plausibly as being 

editorial changes but rather because they had additional sources that told the story 

differently and in some places they follow these other sources rather than follow Mark. 

In addition to the sources behind Matthew and Luke we have another independent source 

for the burial in John's Gospel. John is generally considered to be independent of the 

three Synoptic Gospels. Paul Barnett, a New Testament scholar, says, 

Careful comparison of the texts of Mark and John indicate that neither of these 

Gospels is dependent on the other. Yet they have a number of incidents in 

common: For example, . . . the burial of Jesus in the tomb of Joseph of 

Arimathea.290 

So given the independence of John from the Synoptics we have yet another independent 

source for the burial of Jesus in the tomb by Joseph of Arimathea. 

Finally, we have the early apostolic sermons in the book of Acts which I've already 

alluded to such as Acts 13. These apostolic sermons in the book of Acts, although Luke's 

creation, are probably not wholly made out of whole cloth by Luke but rather preserve in 

his own words the early preaching of the apostles. These also make mention, as I've 

already said, of Jesus' interment in the tomb. Acts 13 refers to Jesus' body being taken 

down and laid in a tomb.291 

So we have the remarkable number of at least four and perhaps even more independent 

sources for Jesus' burial, some of which are extraordinarily early – among the earliest 

materials behind the New Testament. 

The second factor supporting the historicity of the burial account is that, as a member of 

the Jewish Sanhedrin that condemned Jesus, Joseph of Arimathea is unlikely to be a 
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Christian invention. In the Gospels, Joseph is described as a rich man and a member of 

the Jewish Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin was a sort of Jewish High Court composed of 

seventy of the leading men of Judaism which presided in Jerusalem. There was an 

understandable hostility in the early church toward these Jewish Sanhedrists who had 

condemned Jesus to death. In Christian eyes, these Sanhedrists had basically engineered a 

judicial murder of Jesus of Nazareth. So, for example, the sermons in the book of Acts go 

so far as to say that it was the Jewish leaders that crucified Jesus. Never mind the 

Romans, the book of Acts blames it on the Jewish leaders. For example, Acts 2:23, “this 

Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you 

crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” The lawless men were the Romans, but 

the blame is laid on the Jewish authorities who are said to have crucified and killed Jesus 

by the hands of these lawless men. In verse 36 of the same chapter, “Let all the house of 

Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus 

whom you crucified.” Again they are attributing the crucifixion to the Jewish authorities. 

Look over at Acts 4:10, “be it known to you all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the 

name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, 

by him this man is standing before you well.” Once again the Jewish authorities are said 

to have crucified Jesus. 

So there was a tremendous hostility and antipathy in the early church toward these Jewish 

Sanhedrists for their role in the condemnation of Jesus to death. Given his status as a 

Sanhedrist, all of whom Mark says voted to condemn Jesus (the vote was unanimous, 

says Mark), Joseph is the last person in the world that we would expect to care properly 

for Jesus when his family and disciples completely neglected him. Therefore, according 

to the late New Testament scholar Raymond Brown, Jesus' burial by Joseph is “very 

probable” since it is “almost inexplicable” why Christians would make up a story about a 

Jewish Sanhedrist who does what is right by Jesus. 

On this view any sort of legendary or fabulous later account of the burial of Jesus would 

probably attribute it to his faithful disciples or to his family like his mother. In fact, very 

often in passion plays or Catholic statuary you will see Mary, the mother of Jesus, 

receiving the body of Jesus from the cross as though she was the one who was 

responsible for helping to lay Jesus in the tomb. In fact, it wasn't his family or his friends 

or his disciples, it was this Jewish Sanhedrist, Joseph of Arimathea, who is responsible 

for Jesus' burial in the tomb. 

For these and many other reasons the wide majority of New Testament scholars today 

concur that Jesus of Nazareth was, in fact, buried by this man Joseph of Arimathea in a 

tomb.292 According to late John A. T. Robinson of Cambridge University, the burial of 
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Jesus in the tomb is “one of the earliest and best attested facts about Jesus.” But if this is 

right then, as I've explained, the inference that the tomb was empty is very close at hand. 

That is a rather long and complicated account of the first line of evidence in support of 

the historicity of the empty tomb, namely the historicity of the burial narrative supports 

the historicity of Jesus’ empty tomb. 

The second point or second line of evidence is that the discovery of Jesus' empty tomb is 

also multiply attested in very early and independent sources. I think in view of the length 

and complexity of an examination of those sources it is best to just end early. This is a 

good point to break. Next time we will come back and look at point 2 which is that, like 

the burial account, the empty tomb account is also multiply attested in very early and 

independent sources.293 
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Lecture 37: Historicity of the Empty Tomb (Part 2) 

We are talking about the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus. We have been 

looking at the fundamental facts that any adequate historical hypothesis needs to explain. 

The first of these, I argued, was in support of the empty tomb, namely the burial account 

of Jesus is historically reliable. We saw that the burial account has a number of lines of 

evidence that suggest that indeed Jesus was buried by this member of the Sanhedrin 

named Joseph of Arimathea and that this goes to support the historicity of the empty 

tomb. 

Today we come to the second line of evidence in support of the historicity of the empty 

tomb. You will remember we saw that the burial account is multiply attested in very early 

independent sources. The same is true of the discovery of Jesus' empty tomb. So our 

second line of evidence concerns the early independent attestation of the fact of Jesus' 

empty tomb. 

You will remember that the burial account of Jesus was to be found in the pre-Markan 

passion story – the passion source that Mark used in writing his gospel – and that the 

burial of Jesus was also summarized and referred to in that pre-Pauline formula that Paul 

quotes in 1 Corinthians 15. Exactly the same is true of the empty tomb. 

First of all, the pre-Markan passion source in all probability did not end with the burial 

story, but it also included the story of the women's discovery of Jesus' empty tomb. In 

fact, the burial story and the empty tomb story are really one story, not two. They are a 

smooth, continuous narrative, and they are linked by grammatical and linguistic ties. For 

example, if you look at the empty tomb account you will find that the antecedent to the 

word “him” in verse 1 of chapter 16 (where it says, They brought spices that they might 

go and anoint him) the antecedent to that is found in the burial story, namely “Jesus” in 

15 verse 43 (where it says that Joseph of Arimathea took courage and asked for the body 

of Jesus) and then in 16:1 the women go to anoint “him.” Similarly, the women's 

discussion in chapter 16 verses 1 to 8 about who is going to move the stone that is over 

the door of the tomb presupposes the burial account of the large stone that Joseph of 

Arimathea had rolled across the entrance of the tomb and sealed. Similarly, the women's 

knowing where the location of the tomb was presupposes what it says in 15:47 that Mary 

Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where Jesus was laid. They noted the 

location of the tomb and so knew where to go to anoint the body. Similarly, the words of 

the angel in 16:6 and following, He is not here; see the place where they laid him. That 

refers back to 15:46 where it says that Joseph of Arimathea laid him in a tomb which had 

been hewn out of the rock. 

So I think you can see grammatically and linguistically these two stories are really one 

story. They are one smooth account of what happened to Jesus following his crucifixion. 



Moreover, it is in any case highly unlikely that early Christians would have circulated a 

story of Jesus' passion which simply ended which his burial. That would be to end in 

death and defeat. The passion story is incomplete without victory at the end. You need to 

have the empty tomb in order to bring the passion story to an appropriate climax.294 So 

the pre-Markan passion story probably included, and it may have ended, with the story of 

the discovery of the empty tomb. It is very interesting that the Gospels are harmonious 

right up through the discovery of the empty tomb, and it is after that that they begin to 

diverge in adding or appending to it different appearance stories such as they prefer. Then 

you have a divergence of the appearance stories. But they are all on the same page right 

on up through the discovery of the empty tomb. So the empty tomb account, like the 

burial story, is part of this extremely early source called the pre-Markan passion story. 

Secondly, you will remember that we saw in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 Paul is quoting from an 

extremely early four-line tradition that refers to Jesus' burial and resurrection. In this 

four-line formula the empty tomb is not explicitly mentioned, but you will remember how 

we compared the four lines of that formula to the passion narrative on the one hand and 

the apostolic preaching in the book of Acts on the other hand, and we saw that just as the 

second line of the saying (he was buried) corresponds to the burial story, the third line 

(he was raised on the third day) corresponds to the story of the discovery of the empty 

tomb. This concourse of independent traditions, I think, shows convincingly that the third 

line of the formula is in fact a summary of the empty tomb narrative. Paul's expression, 

He was raised, echoes the words of the angel in the pre-Markan passion story, He is 

risen. In both cases you have the proclamation of the resurrection. 

Moreover, there are two other aspects of this pre-Pauline formula or tradition that 

plausibly imply the empty tomb. First, the expression, He was raised, following the 

expression, He was buried, implies an empty grave. The idea that a man could be dead 

and buried and raised from the dead and yet his corpse still remained in the tomb would 

have been absolute nonsense to a first-century Jew. For first-century Jews the 

resurrection is the physical raising up of the remains of the dead person in the grave. So 

there is no question that in the thinking of a first-century Jew the tomb of Jesus would 

have been empty. E. E. Ellis, who is a prominent New Testament scholar, remarks 

it is very unlikely that the earliest Palestinian Christians could conceive of any 

distinction between resurrection and physical, “grave-emptying” resurrection. To 

them an anastasis (resurrection) without an empty grave would have been about 

as meaningful as a square circle.295 
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Virtually a contradiction in terms. So when the pre-Pauline tradition affirms that Christ 

was buried and he was raised it automatically implies that an empty grave was left 

behind. 

Given the early date and the providence of this tradition coming out of the mother church 

in Jerusalem its drafters could not have believed such a thing if the tomb had not at that 

time been empty. 

In addition to that, secondly, the expression “on the third day” I think implies the empty 

tomb. Paul's tradition says, and he was raised on the third day. Very briefly summarized, 

since nobody actually saw Jesus rise from the dead (no one actually saw him get up and 

come out of the tomb) why did the early disciples date the resurrection on the third day? 

Why not on the seventh day, for example? I think that the most likely answer is that it 

was on the third day after the crucifixion that the women discovered the tomb of Jesus 

empty and so naturally the resurrection came to be dated on that day. It was the date of 

the discovery of the empty tomb.296 So this expression “on the third day,” I think, is 

plausibly a time indicator for the time of the women's visit to the tomb and their 

discovery of the empty tomb. 

We have then extraordinarily early and independent evidence for the fact of Jesus' empty 

tomb both in the pre-Markan passion story and also in the pre-Pauline formula quoted in 

1 Corinthians 15. What that implies therefore is that the discovery of the empty tomb of 

Jesus cannot just be written off as some late-developing legend. The traditions are too 

early to allow that to be the case. 

But, again, there is more to this story because once again we have good reason to think 

that there are other independent sources behind the other Gospels and Acts as well. 

Matthew, for example, is clearly working with an independent source in addition to the 

Gospel of Mark because Matthew relates the story of the guard at the tomb which is not 

found in the Gospel of Mark. Moreover, there are traces in this story of prior tradition in 

the non-Matthean vocabulary of this story. This story has a number of words or 

expressions which are in fact unique in all of the New Testament, expressions like “on 

the next day,” “the preparation day,” “deceiver,” “guard,” “to make secure,” “to seal.” 

These are expressions that are not simply unusual for Matthew but these are vocabulary 

and expressions that aren't found anywhere else in the New Testament. This is indicative, 

I think, of prior tradition that Matthew is here handing on and working with. In general, it 

is very interesting that when you look at the empty tomb stories in Matthew and in Mark, 

Matthew's story has 138 words and Mark's has 136 words. Of Mark's 136 words, only 35 

of them are to be found in the Gospel of Matthew. So obviously Matthew is not simply 
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reproducing Mark here. He has got some independent source of information that he is 

using to supplement what he learns from Mark. 

In addition to this there is also indication that Matthew is responding to a prior tradition 

in his comment in Matthew 28:15 about the guard story. He says, This story has been 

spread among Jews until this day. This shows that Matthew is responding to a well-

known Jewish counter-explanation of the fact of the empty tomb. So Matthew is working 

here with a prior tradition. He is not just writing out of whole cloth. Matthew 28:15 is the 

Matthean comment that this story (that is, the story that the disciples stole the body) that 

has been spread among Jews to this day. This is a prior tradition and Matthew is 

responding to it. 

In addition to this Luke also has plausibly an independent source in addition to Mark. We 

know this because Luke tells the story which is, again, not to be found in Mark of two 

disciples verifying the report of the women that the tomb was in fact vacant. Luke reports 

that two of the disciples run to the tomb to verify that in fact the body is missing. He 

doesn't get this from Mark because it is not in Mark. Neither can you say Luke just 

invented this – that he made it up – because the visit of the two disciples to the tomb is 

also found in John which is independent of Luke. Luke didn't know John's Gospel. So 

you have independent attestation of the disciples' visit to the tomb in both Luke and John 

which shows again that Luke is using another source in addition to Mark.297 

Again, in general, of the 123 words that are found in Luke's account of the empty tomb, 

he shares only 16 words with Mark which, again, I think, confirms that he is dealing here 

with more than just the Markan empty tomb story. So behind both Matthew and Luke we 

also have other independent early sources for the fact of the empty tomb. 

Finally, given John's independence of the Synoptics (remember we said that John is 

independent of Matthew, Mark, and Luke), that gives us yet another independent source 

for the empty tomb. 

Finally, the apostolic sermons in the book of Acts once again have indirect references to 

the fact of Jesus' empty tomb. For example, in Acts 2:29-32 Peter draws this sharp 

contrast. He says, “David died and was buried and his tomb is with us to this day, but this 

Jesus God raised up.” Clearly the contrast there is that although David's tomb is with us 

to this day Jesus' tomb is no longer occupied. Jesus has been raised from the dead. Or, if 

you look at Acts 13:36-37, again we have an allusion to the empty tomb, 

For David, after he had served the counsel of God in his own generation, fell 

asleep, and was laid with his fathers, and saw corruption; but he whom God raised 

up saw no corruption. 
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So implying there that Jesus' body was raised from the tomb. 

Historians think that they have hit historical pay dirt when they have just two early 

independent sources for some event. But in the case of the empty tomb we have an 

abundance of early independent sources – no fewer than six, and some of these are from 

the very earliest materials to be found in the New Testament. This, I think, provides very 

good evidence for the historical credibility of the discovery of the empty tomb. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I am curious, have the sources been identified for those that are predating Luke 

or Matthew? 

Dr. Craig: None of these sources exist in documentary form. In fact, they might have 

been oral, especially the pre-Pauline tradition behind 1 Corinthians 15:3-5. This may 

have simply been a memorized early tradition that was then passed on orally. When I 

speak of sources here I am not talking about documentary sources. Rather these are the 

traditions and sources upon which the New Testament authors drew in writing their 

Gospels. This is extremely important. People will often demand from you extra-biblical 

sources to show that, for example, the tomb was found empty or Jesus was buried. What 

evidence is there outside the New Testament to ratify these things? By the very nature of 

the case, any later sources from outside the New Testament will be derivative and 

secondary and therefore less reliable then the primary sources themselves. But when we 

are talking about the sources that the New Testament authors themselves used, these are 

the real sources outside the New Testament that are historically significant because these 

are even earlier and more primitive then the Gospels and the letters of Paul. These are the 

sources upon which these authors drew. If you can show that an event or saying in the life 

of Jesus is multiply and independently attested in these very early sources then you are on 

very secure historical ground. 

Student: There is testimony from the negative. You don't see in general literature people 

denying that the tomb was empty. 

Dr. Craig: That's right. That's fair, too. It is not until later that you get critics like Celsus 

in the second century attacking the Gospels. That's true.298 

END DISCUSSION 

Let's go to our third line of evidence in support of the historicity of the empty tomb 

narrative, and that is that the phrase “the first day of the week” reflects very ancient 

tradition. Notice that Mark 16:2 – And very early on the first day of the week they went to 

the tomb. We've already seen that the Christian tradition which Paul quotes in 1 
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Corinthians 15 is extremely early and dates the resurrection of Jesus on the third day. He 

was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures says the pre-Pauline 

tradition. Yet in Mark the empty tomb narrative does not say “on the third day” they 

came to the tomb but rather “on the first day of the week.” As the New Testament scholar 

E. L. Bode explains, if the empty tomb story were a late-developing legend then it would 

almost certainly have been formulated in terms of the by-then widely accepted and 

prominent third-day motif. The fact that Mark uses instead the expression “on the first 

day of the week” confirms that his tradition is extremely primitive. It antedates even the 

third day reckoning which is itself extremely early. 

I think this fact is confirmed by the linguistic character of the phrase in question for even 

though the phrase is very awkward in Greek – the first day of the week in Greek is te mia 

ton sabbaton; this is very awkward in Greek – mia is not an ordinal number. It is a 

cardinal number. It literally means “the one of the week” not “the first of the week.” 

Instead of using “the week” it uses the word for Sabbath (sabbaton). So this expression is 

awkward in Greek. But when you re-translate it back into Aramaic it turns out to be 

perfectly idiomatic and natural Aramaic. What this suggests is that this phrase reflects the 

original language spoken by the disciples in Jerusalem. It is an Aramaic tradition and 

expression and thus makes this tradition very primitive and very early, and that again 

reduces the plausibility of the hypothesis of late-developing legend. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: So what exactly is the literal Aramaic? 

Dr. Craig: I thought you might ask that! As I recall it is [Aramaic pronunciation] – that 

is the Aramaic. In Hebrew it would be [Hebrew pronunciation]. It is good Aramaic, but 

it's awkward Greek. 

END DISCUSSION 

Finally, let's go to point four. This is our fourth line of evidence in support of the 

historicity of the empty tomb, and that is that the Markan story is simple and lacks any 

signs of legendary development or embellishment. Like the burial account, Mark's 

account of the discovery of the empty tomb is extremely restrained. It is unembellished 

by any of the theological or apologetic motifs that you would expect to characterize a 

later legendary account. For example, it is remarkable when you think about it that the 

resurrection of Jesus is not witnessed or described. The temptation to describe the 

resurrection of Jesus is almost irresistible.299 In passion plays, like the one that was held 

here at our church several years ago, on Easter morning in the passion play the stone over 

the tomb rolls back by itself and in blinding floodlights Jesus comes out of the tomb 
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triumphantly risen from the dead. It is just almost irresistible to describe or portray Jesus' 

resurrection on Sunday morning. And yet in the Markan account this isn't done at all. 

They just go to the tomb and find it empty and the stone rolled away. There is no 

reflection theologically on Jesus' triumph over sin and death. There is no use of 

christological titles of Jesus in the story. There is no quotation of fulfilled prophecy in the 

story. There is no description of the risen Lord such as you might have in the 

transfiguration, for example. So the story is incredibly restrained and straightforward 

which I think shows that we have a narrative here that is very primitive. 

To appreciate this point, all you have to do is compare Mark's account to the accounts of 

the empty tomb found in the later apocryphal gospels. For example, the Gospel of Peter 

is a forgery from the second half of the second century after Christ. In the Gospel of Peter 

the tomb is not only surrounded by a Roman guard (it is explicitly identified as Roman) 

but also by all of the Pharisees and the elders and the chief priests and a huge crowd from 

the surrounding countryside who have come to watch the tomb. Suddenly during the 

night a voice rings out from heaven and two men are seen descending out of the clouds. 

The stone over the door of the tomb rolls back by itself, and the two men descend out of 

heaven and go into the tomb. Then three men are seen coming out of the tomb. Two of 

the men are so gigantic that their heads reach up to the clouds, but the head of the third 

man overpasses the clouds he's so huge. Then a voice cries from heaven, Hast thou 

preached to them that sleep? Oh, oh! I forgot! A cross then follows them out of the tomb. 

After the three men, a cross comes out of the tomb. The voice from heaven says, Hast 

thou preached to them that sleep? And the cross answers, Yea! This is how real legends 

look. They are embellished with all sorts of theological and apologetical motifs, motifs 

which are conspicuously lacking from the Markan account. In contrast to these, Mark's 

account is stark in its simplicity. And I think that bespeaks the earliness and the 

primitiveness of the tradition that Mark relates. 

I'm sure you're already seeing how these lines of evidence reinforce one another like a 

hand in a glove. The primitiveness of the first day of the week expression along with the 

earliness of the pre-Markan passion story and then the simplicity of the narrative. All of 

these go to suggest that we are not dealing here with later legend or myth, but we are in 

touch with a first century, early historical account of what happened on that day after the 

crucifixion.300 
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Lecture 38: Historicity of the Empty Tomb (Part 3) 

We have been looking at the historical evidence for the fact of the discovery of Jesus’ 

empty tomb. We’ve reviewed now four lines of evidence in support of the historicity of 

that fact. First, we saw that the historicity of the burial narrative of Jesus supports in turn 

the historicity of the empty tomb. Secondly, we saw that the empty tomb is multiply 

attested in extremely early and independent sources, indeed as many as six independent 

sources. Thirdly, we explained that the use of the phrase “on the first day of the week” in 

the pre-Markan passion account of the empty tomb is indicative of a very early primitive 

tradition that antedates the already very early third day motif that you find in 1 

Corinthians 15. Finally, number four, we saw that the story is simple and lacks any signs 

of legendary embellishment or theological reflection. 

We come now to the fifth line of evidence in support of the discovery of the empty tomb, 

and that is that the tomb was probably discovered empty by women. In order to 

appreciate this point we need to understand two things about the role of women in first-

century Jewish society. 

First, women were not regarded as reliable witnesses. This attitude toward the testimony 

of women is evident in the remark of the first-century Jewish historian, Josephus, in his 

Antiquities of the Jews, section 219, where he describes the rules that were supposedly 

left by Moses which would regulate the admission of testimony. According to Josephus 

he says, “Let not the testimony of women be admitted because of the levity and the 

boldness of their sex.” So women’s testimony was allegedly inadmissible because of their 

levity and boldness, or, in other words, women are rash airheads and therefore cannot 

serve as credible witnesses. No such regulation is, in fact, to be found in the Pentateuch. 

Rather, this is a reflection of the patriarchal first-century Jewish society in which 

Josephus wrote. 

Secondly, women occupied a relatively low rung on the Jewish social ladder compared to 

men. Compared to men, women were frankly second-class citizens. Consider these 

rabbinical texts:  

“Sooner let the words of the Law be burnt then delivered to women.”301 

“Happy is he whose children are male, but woe to him whose children are female!”302 

The daily prayer of every Jewish man included the benediction: “Blessed art thou, O’ 

Lord our God, king of the universe, who has not created me a Gentile, a slave, or 

woman.”303 
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Given their low social status and their lack of credibility as legal witnesses, how amazing 

it is that it is women who are the discoverers of and the principal witnesses to the empty 

tomb of Jesus. If the empty tomb story were a late developing legend then it is most 

likely that male disciples such as Peter or John would have been made to be the 

discoverers of the empty tomb. The fact that it is women (whose testimony was deemed 

unreliable) who were the chief witnesses to the fact of the empty tomb is best explained 

if, like it or not, they actually were the discoverers of the empty tomb and the Gospel 

writers faithfully recorded what, for them at least, was a rather awkward and 

embarrassing fact.304 

Skeptical critics have proposed all sorts of creative explanations for the women’s role in 

the narrative apart from their historicity. Some of these are just quite fantastic. For 

example, John Dominic Crossan held that the women in the pre-Markan passion story are 

the residue of an earlier source used by Mark called The Secret Gospel of Mark. This 

theory blew up in Crossan’s face when it was demonstrated that The Secret Gospel of 

Mark was, in fact, a forgery by Morton Smith and so never actually existed. The general 

problem with these hypotheses is that any conceivable role for women to play in the 

narrative would have been better served by men. Therefore the role of the women 

remains unexplained. For example, Richard Carrier notes that when Josephus himself 

gives an account of the conquest of Masada, the last stronghold of the Jewish resistance 

that was finally taken by the Romans, that he relies upon the testimony of two women to 

what happened in Masada. Well, the reason that Josephus relies upon women for that 

narrative is because they were the only ones left after the slaughter at Masada. What 

happened was that all of the men killed everybody else in the Jewish compound. They slit 

everyone’s throats, and then committed suicide themselves. So the only people that were 

left were a couple of women and their children who hid in a cave and so escaped this 

mass murder that occurred when the Romans took Masada. But had Josephus had male 

witnesses he would certainly have preferred those. He was stuck with the female 

witnesses because that is all there was. So actually this bears out the very point 

concerning the evangelists’ use of women witnesses. They were all there was! They were 

the ones who discovered the tomb empty and so the Gospel writers faithfully recorded 

their testimony. But had this been a late legend not rooted in fact then male disciples 

would have been preempted to fill the women’s role. The contrived nature of these 

various attempts to explain away the women witnesses I think only serves to reinforce the 

historical credibility of this feature of the narrative. Indeed, I would say that probably no 

other factor has proved as persuasive to contemporary New Testament critics in accepting 

the historicity of the empty tomb as the role of these female witnesses. 

 
304 5:02 



Number six is that the earliest Jewish polemic presupposes the empty tomb. In Matthew 

chapter 28 verses 11 to 15 we have the earliest Christian attempt to refute the Jewish 

polemic against the disciples’ proclamation of Jesus’ resurrection. This is what Matthew 

reports: 

While they were going, behold, some of the guard went into the city and told the 

chief priests all that had taken place. And when they had assembled with the 

elders and taken counsel, they gave a sum of money to the soldiers and said, “Tell 

people, ‘His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were asleep.’ 

And if this comes to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of 

trouble.” So they took the money and did as they were directed; and this story has 

been spread among the Jews to this day. 

Our interest is not so much in Matthew’s story of the guard at the tomb as in his 

incidental remark at the very end – “this story has been spread among the Jews to this 

day.” This remark reveals that Matthew was concerned to refute a very widespread 

Jewish counter-explanation of the resurrection.305 At the time Matthew wrote this is what 

was being circulated among unbelieving Jews of his day. What were the unbelieving 

Jews saying in response to the disciples’ proclamation He is risen from the dead? Were 

they saying, These men are full of new wine, or, No, his body is still lying there in the 

tomb in the hillside? No! They said the disciples came by night and stole away his body. 

Now think about that. His disciples came by night and stole away his body. The earliest 

Jewish polemic did not deny the fact of the empty tomb, but instead entangled itself in a 

hopeless series of absurdities trying to explain it away. In other words, the Jewish claim 

that the disciples had stolen the body of Jesus itself presupposes that the body of Jesus 

was missing. It was not to be found and therefore had to be explained away. 

Skeptical New Testament scholars have dismissed Matthew’s story of the guard at the 

tomb as an apologetic legend – something that was just made up to refute this Jewish 

allegation of theft of the body on the part of the disciples. But even if that were correct, 

even if we admitted that the story of the guard is just a Christian apologetic creation, the 

fact cannot be denied that the story of the guard at the tomb is aimed at, has its target as, 

this widespread Jewish allegation that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body which itself 

presupposes the empty tomb – that the body was missing. 

That the story of the guard at the tomb is not a creation by Matthew out of whole cloth is 

evident in the non-Matthean vocabulary that the story contains. You will remember last 

week I described how Matthew’s story is filled with non-Matthean phrases or words that 
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are not only unusual for Matthew but many of which are unique to the New Testament 

showing that he is relying on prior tradition. He is not just making this story up. 

But more than that, there is a kind of tradition history behind the narrative of the guard at 

the tomb. I think that the guard at the tomb story evinces a kind of developing pattern of 

assertion and counter-assertion between unbelieving Jews and Christians Jews in 

Jerusalem. For example, at the first stage of the controversy is the Christian proclamation, 

The Lord is risen! This is what they preached in Jerusalem. In response to that, 

unbelieving Jews said, No, the disciples stole away his body. To this allegation the 

Christian Jews then responded, No, the guard at the tomb would have prevented any such 

theft. To this then the Jews offered the counterclaim, No, the guard fell asleep, and that is 

how they were able to steal the body. Then the Christian counterclaim is, No, the chief 

priests bribed the guard to say that. So you can see how there is this developing pattern 

of assertion, counter-assertion, counter-assertion, counter-assertion, as the polemic goes 

on. This pattern probably goes right back to the earliest controversies between believing 

Jews and unbelieving Jews in Jerusalem following the disciples’ proclamation of Jesus’ 

resurrection in Jerusalem. In response to the Christian proclamation that He is risen from 

the dead the Jewish reaction initially was simply to say that the disciples had stolen the 

body. That was sufficient to explain why the body was missing – the disciples had stolen 

it. The idea of the guard at the tomb could only have been a Christian development, not a 

Jewish development. All the Jew had to say was that the disciples stole the body from the 

tomb.306 But then the Christians would say, No, the guard would have prevented them 

from stealing the body. That would be a Christian development. Then at the next stage 

there isn’t any need for the Christians to tell about how the guard was bribed. Rather, 

what happens at that stage is for the Jews to say, No, the guard fell asleep. Then it is only 

in response to the allegation that the guard had fallen asleep that the notion of the bribe 

needs to come up. So you can see that there is this developing pattern of tit-for-tat, give-

and-take, assertion, counter-assertion that lies behind this story. At the final stage, at the 

time that Matthew was writing, the Christian response that the guard was bribed is the 

one that is then given by Matthew. 

I think that we have here not a Matthean creation but we have the end of a controversy 

that stretches right back to the early days in the city as unbelieving Jews and Christian 

Jews made their assertions and counter-assertions about Jesus’ resurrection. What the 

Jewish polemic or response to the Christian proclamation reveals is that the tomb was in 

fact empty – that the body of Jesus was missing – and somehow this needed to be 

explained away. This is historical evidence of the highest quality because it comes not 

from the Christians; it comes from the very opponents of the early Christian movement 
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itself. Those who had the most interest in denying the fact of the resurrection themselves 

presupposed the historicity of the empty tomb. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Has anybody ever done any calculations on how much that stone that they were 

supposed to have moved weighed? 

Dr. Craig:  I have seen some calculations on that though I can’t quote the estimate off the 

top of my head. If you go to Jerusalem today, in the park behind the King David Hotel 

near the Old City, there is a first-century tomb. It is called The Tomb of Herod’s Family. 

It still has its rolling disk-shaped stone that goes across the door of the tomb. So we 

actually have extant one of these stones, and one could approximate how much it would 

weigh. It is absolutely massive. 

Student: And how many people would it take to move this stone? 

Dr. Craig: Right, it would take a lot of men because the way these tombs were built is 

there was a kind of grove that would descend to the door, the stone would roll down the 

groove, and then would be secured in place with a smaller stone. It would be very, very 

difficult to push the rolling stone back up the tomb because you are working against 

gravity in doing so. This would be a truly massive stone that would require several men 

to move. 

Student: And the guards, of course, slept through all this.  

Dr. Craig: That is part of the absurdities of the story. As I’ve said, what the Jewish 

leaders did was entangle themselves in a series of absurdities by this explanation because 

it is obviously absurd to think that a Roman guard sleeping in la-la-land at the foot of the 

tomb would not hear a bunch of men trying to roll this massive stone up the groove and 

open the tomb. The story is a bald-face fabrication on the face of it, and that is part of the 

difficulty with this story. 

Student: I always laughed at this explanation because if they were asleep how would they 

have known it was disciples who stole the body? So even inherent in the explanation 

itself it seems like there’s a problem. 

Dr. Craig: I think that is technically true. If they were asleep and they woke up and found 

the body was missing, how would they know that it was the disciples? On the other hand, 

I think that would be a pretty fair inference when you think about it. Who else would 

have an interest in stealing it? I think it would be very natural to accuse the disciples of 

having done so. So while that point might be technically correct, I think at the end of the 

day it is probably not a very strong one. 



Student: If the Romans fell asleep on the job weren’t they executed? Is that a true 

historical thing?307 

Dr. Craig: That is my understanding. They could be executed for dereliction of duty. 

Again that is one of the absurdities involved in this story – that they would agree to 

spread a rumor for which they could be executed. That is difficult to handle. Although, on 

the other hand, in allowing the body to be stolen (which was undeniable) they were 

already in dereliction of duty. So perhaps compounding it wouldn’t be that serious after 

all if the chief priests could keep them out of trouble with Pilate. 

Student: Is there any sources that we have outside of Matthew that refer to this 

explanation that came up? Any Jewish sources or church fathers or anything? That the 

disciples stole the body. 

Dr. Craig: Justin Martyr, who was one of the early apostolic fathers, mentioned it. Justin 

Martyr wrote in the first decade of the first century, and he has a dialogue with a Jewish 

unbeliever called Trypho. It is called A Dialogue with Trypho, a Jew. In there, Justin 

Martyr mentions that Jews were saying this – that the disciples stole the body. What we 

don't know is whether Justin had independent contact with Jews where he learned this or 

whether he is reading his Gospel of Matthew and gets it from there. That is the difficulty 

with these later sources. They know the Gospels and so they could be using them as one 

of their sources. Similarly with the guard at the tomb, it is mentioned in The Gospel of 

Peter which is this apocryphal gospel from the second half of the second century, and it 

has a Roman guard around the tomb, but this is probably based on Matthew's Gospel. He 

is probably embellishing Matthew’s own story and so it is not really an independent 

witness to the guard. 

Student: My question is about the actual guards themselves. Some believe that they were 

actually temple guards and not Roman guards. That is why they went to the chief priests 

and not to the Roman authorities. What is your opinion on that? 

Dr. Craig: I initially was attracted to that view simply because it would make it easier to 

understand how the guard would agree to spread a rumor like this. If they were temple 

guards then they would be under the direction of the chief priests and perhaps they could 

keep them out of trouble. But I honestly think that that is probably special pleading. It 

seems to me that the natural way to read the narrative – when they go to Pilate and ask 

for a guard for the tomb and he says, You have a guard, he is not saying, You’ve got your 

own guard, use them. He is granting them the guard. He is saying, Yes, you may have a 

guard; go and make it as secure as you can. We do know that there was a Roman guard 

involved in the arrest of Jesus in John because it mentions a centurion or captain of the 
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guard. So that was not a Jewish guard that went to Gethsemane and arrested Jesus. That 

suggests that there was some sort of a Roman detail of soldiers that were secunded to the 

temple authorities and were under their direction. That would make sense of the comment 

of the chief priests, If this gets to the governor’s ears we will pacify him and keep you out 

of trouble. That would naturally be understood as a way to protect these Roman guards 

from the governor’s reprisals. I think at the end of the day that this probably is thought by 

Matthew to be a Roman guard. But you are quite right that the temple authorities did 

have a temple guard that could have been used instead. 

Student: Is it common for non-believing biblical historians to say that the whole story 

was fabricated in order to make it sound like it was plausible? How would you respond to 

a person who would say that? 

Dr. Craig: I would respond in exactly the way I have responded, namely, show that this 

is not a Matthean creation, that Matthew is using prior tradition as the vocabulary 

indicates, and you have this evident tradition history behind it of assertion and counter-

assertion that would drive you right back to the earliest Jewish and Christian disputes in 

Jerusalem itself when the status of the tomb would have been public knowledge.308 I 

think that gives good reason to think that this can’t just be written off as an apologetic 

creation that was made up later. But what I want to emphasize is that that is not the 

crucial point here. Because that is very controversial whether the guard was historical or 

not. What I am suggesting is that the apologetic value of this story is that it shows that 

even the opponents of the early Christian faith presupposed that the body was missing 

and this had to be explained away. Even if you say that the Christians invented the guard 

story to refute these Jewish unbelievers, nevertheless you are still left with the fact that 

the Jewish polemic itself presupposes the empty tomb. 

Student: I was referring more to the Jewish polemic itself. Is it common to have that type 

of counter-argument to say that the whole thing was made up or is it not common for 

non-believing biblical historians? 

Dr. Craig: I guess I am not following your question. It is very common among 

contemporary New Testament scholars to say that the Matthean story of the guard at the 

tomb is just an invention by Matthew or is a late apologetic legend that arose in the 

church to refute this Jewish claim that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me wrap up now. I think taken together these six lines of evidence constitute a very 

powerful case that the tomb of Jesus was in fact found empty on the first day of the week 

by a group of his women followers. As a historical fact, this seems to be well established. 
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The New Testament scholar D. H. Van Daalen has said, “It is extremely difficult to 

object to the empty tomb on historical grounds; those who deny it do so on the basis of 

theological or philosophical assumptions.”309 But those assumptions cannot alter the 

evidence itself. According to the late Jacob Kramer, who was a New Testament critic 

who specialized in the study of the resurrection, “By far most exegetes hold firmly to the 

reliability of the biblical statements about the empty tomb.”310 He is talking there not 

about conservative or evangelical scholars; he is talking about the broad mainstream of 

New Testament scholarship, by far the majority of them hold to the historical reliability 

of the empty tomb account. 

In fact, Gary Habermas, in a bibliographical survey which he published in 2006311, 

surveyed 2,200 publications since 1975 on the subject of the resurrection in English, 

French, and German. He found that 75% of the scholars who have written on the subject 

accept the historicity of the discovery of the empty tomb. Since the publication of that 

article in 2006, Gary has continued to survey this literature. I think he is up over 3,500 

articles and books today, and the percentage is roughly constant – about 75% of scholars 

who have written on the subject embrace the historicity of the empty tomb. In fact, the 

evidence is so good that quite a number of contemporary Jewish scholars such as Geza 

Vermes and Pincus Lapide have declared themselves to be convinced on the basis of the 

evidence that the tomb of Jesus was in fact found empty. These Jewish scholars don’t 

themselves believe in the resurrection of Jesus but they do grant the historicity of the 

discovery of the empty tomb. I think that this first fact is one that is well established, is 

very credible, and therefore we can have confidence in the discovery of Jesus’ empty 

tomb on the first day of the week by a group of his women followers.312 
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Lecture 39: The Historicity of the  
Post-Mortem Appearances 

We come now to the second major fact supporting the historicity of the resurrection of 

Jesus, and it is the post-mortem appearances of Jesus to various individuals and groups. 

We have already examined six lines of evidence in support of the historicity of the 

discovery of the empty tomb. Now we want to look at several lines of evidence in support 

of the historicity of these post-mortem appearances. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 Paul writes, 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died 

for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he 

was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared 

to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred 

brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen 

asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one 

untimely born, he appeared also to me. 

This is a truly remarkable claim. Its familiarity prevents us from realizing how 

astonishing this really is. We have here an indisputably authentic letter – no one disputes 

that the apostle Paul wrote 1 Corinthians – from a man who was personally acquainted 

with the original twelve disciples, and he reports that they actually saw appearances of 

Jesus alive after his death. More than that he says that he himself also saw such an 

appearance of Jesus. 

So what are we to make of this remarkable claim? Once again time won't permit us to 

examine in detail all of the evidence in support of Jesus’ post-mortem appearances, but I 

would like to examine with you three basic lines of evidence. 

The first line of evidence is that Paul's list of eyewitnesses to Jesus' resurrection 

appearances guarantees that such appearances occurred. In 1 Corinthians 15 we've seen 

that Paul gives a list of witnesses to various post-mortem appearances of Jesus. Let's look 

briefly at each appearance in the list to see whether it is credible that such an event 

actually took place. 

First is the appearance to Peter, or Cephas which is the Aramaic name for the apostle 

Peter that Paul uses here. As we've seen in our biblical survey we don't have any story in 

the Gospels of Jesus' appearance to Peter, but the appearance is mentioned here in this 

old Christian tradition that Paul quotes and that goes back to within five years after Jesus' 

crucifixion originating in the Jerusalem church where Peter flourished and moreover this 

tradition is vouched for by Paul himself personally who knew Peter. As we know from 

Galatians 1:18, Paul spent about two weeks with Peter in Jerusalem three years after his 



conversion on the Damascus Road. Galatians 1:18-19 says, “Then after three years I went 

up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas, and remained with him fifteen days. But I saw none of 

the other apostles except James the Lord’s brother.” Here Paul says that he spent two 

weeks – fifteen days – with Peter in Jerusalem and therefore he would know whether or 

not Peter claimed to have experienced a resurrection appearance of Jesus or not.313  In 

addition to this, the appearance to Peter is also alluded to in another very old Christian 

tradition which is found in Luke 24:34: “The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to 

Simon!” That Luke is working with a prior tradition here I think is evident by the 

awkward way in which this saying intrudes into the narrative of the appearance to the 

disciples on the road to Emmaus. Luke evidently didn't have a story to go with it of the 

appearance to Peter but he knew of this appearance and inserts it into his Emmaus Road 

narrative in this rather awkward fashion. So although we don't have any detailed story of 

the appearance to Peter, nevertheless it is quite well-founded historically. It is mentioned 

in the very ancient formula passed on by Paul, it is vouched for by Paul himself who had 

personal contact with Peter, and it is referred to in the old tradition quoted in Luke 24:34. 

As a result even the most skeptical New Testament scholars agree that Peter did 

experience a post-mortem appearance of Jesus. You can try to explain this 

psychologically as a hallucination or a visionary experience or whatever, but you cannot 

deny responsibly that it occurred. Virtually everyone agrees that Peter did have such a 

post-mortem appearance of Jesus. 

Secondly is the appearance to The Twelve. Undoubtedly the reference here in Paul's 

formula is to that group of original disciples who had been chosen by Jesus to accompany 

him during his lifetime and that was known as The Twelve. Of course the appearance 

would have been an appearance to this group minus Judas who had apostatized by that 

time but nevertheless the official title of the group remained unchanged. It was “The 

Twelve.” This is the best attested resurrection appearance of Jesus. It, too, is included in 

this very old formula that is quoted by Paul as the second appearance in the list. 

Moreover, Paul himself had personal contact with members of the group of The Twelve. 

Moreover, we have seen that we have independent stories of this appearance in Luke 

24:36-42 and John 20:19-20. We won't read them since we have already read those 

accounts when we did our biblical survey concerning the resurrection materials. But let 

me comment on what is undoubtedly the most notable feature of these two resurrection 

appearance stories, namely the physical demonstrations of Jesus showing his wounds to 

the disciples and then eating food in front of them. The purpose of these physical  

demonstrations is to show two things. First, that Jesus was raised physically. This wasn't 

some sort of an apparition or a vision. This was a material body that appeared before 

them. Secondly, it demonstrates that it was the same Jesus who had been crucified who 
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now appeared before them. He bore in his hands and side the wounds which he had 

suffered on the cross. These physical demonstrations served to demonstrate two things 

about the nature of these resurrection appearances. First their corporeality, and secondly 

their continuity with the historical earthly Jesus. They demonstrate both corporeality and 

continuity of the resurrection body of Christ.314 I think there is little doubt that such an 

appearance actually took place. It is attested in the old Christian tradition handed on by 

Paul. It is vouched for by Paul himself who had personal contact with The Twelve. It is 

also independently narrated in both Luke and in John. 

Thirdly is the appearance to the five hundred brethren. This appearance comes, I think, as 

something of a shock. Paul says then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at 

one time. This is surprising because we have no story anywhere in the New Testament of 

such a stupendous resurrection appearances of Jesus. This, I think, might make you 

skeptical about the historicity of this appearance. Perhaps it is a legend or something of 

that sort that never really took place. But notice that Paul himself apparently had personal 

contact with these people because he knew that some of them had died in the interim 

between the appearance and the time of Paul's writing to the Corinthian church. This is 

seen in his parenthetical comment which he inserts: most of whom are still alive though 

some have fallen asleep. Why does Paul insert this parenthetical remark? Most of them 

are still alive though some have fallen asleep. The great New Testament scholar of 

Cambridge University, C. H. Dodd, has commented in this regard, “There can hardly be 

any purpose in mentioning the fact that most of the five hundred are still alive, unless 

Paul is saying, in effect, 'the witnesses are there to be questioned.'”315 Notice Paul could 

never have said this if the event had not occurred. He could not have challenged people to 

ask the witnesses if the event had never taken place and there were no witnesses. But 

evidently there were witnesses to this event which were about, and Paul knew that some 

of them had died in the meantime. Therefore, this event must have taken place. 

I think that the reason that the appearance is not narrated in the Gospels is because it 

probably took place in Galilee. As you put together the various appearance stories in the 

Gospels you find that the appearances occurred first in Jerusalem and then in Galilee and 

then finally in Jerusalem again. The appearance to five hundred people at one time would 

have to be outdoors. It would have to be an outdoor appearance. Perhaps on a hillside 

near a Galilean village. Remember it was in Galilee that thousands of people had flocked 

to hear Jesus teach during his ministry. Since the Gospels focus their attention on the 

Jerusalem appearances we don't have a story of the appearance to the five hundred 

because it probably occurred during that period in Galilee. An intriguing possibility is 
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that this was the appearance that is predicted by the angel in the pre-Markan passion story 

where the angel says to the women, He is going ahead of you to Galilee. There you will 

see him. Then this appearance is described in Matthew 28:16-17 as an appearance on a 

mountaintop in Galilee. We don't know if this was the same as the appearance to the five 

hundred brethren but it is certainly possible that this is the appearance that Paul is talking 

about. 

Fourthly, the appearance to James. This appearance is one of the most amazing of all. 

Jesus appeared to James, his younger brother. What makes this amazing is that apparently 

neither James nor indeed any of Jesus' younger brothers believed in Jesus during his 

lifetime. We have this independently attested in Mark 3:21,31-35 and John 7:1-10.316 

Let's read Mark’s account first: 

And when his family heard it, they went out to seize him, for people were saying, 

“He is beside himself.” . . . And his mother and his brothers came; and standing 

outside they sent to him and called him. And a crowd was sitting about him; and 

they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers are outside, asking for you.” 

And he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” And looking around on 

those who sat about him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever 

does the will of God is my brother, and sister, and mother.” 

Here the family of Jesus is portrayed as thinking that he was literally out of his mind. He 

was mad. So they went to try to corral him and perhaps bring him home. In John 7:1-10 

we have a similar story: 

After this Jesus went about in Galilee; he would not go about in Judea, because 

the Jews sought to kill him. Now the Jews’ feast of Tabernacles was at hand. So 

his brothers said to him, “Leave here and go to Judea, that your disciples may see 

the works you are doing. For no man works in secret if he seeks to be known 

openly. If you do these things, show yourself to the world.” For even his brothers 

did not believe in him. Jesus said to them, “My time has not yet come, but your 

time is always here. The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify 

of it that its works are evil. Go to the feast yourselves; I am not going up to this 

feast, for my time has not yet fully come.” So saying, he remained in Galilee. 

But after his brothers had gone up to the feast, then he also went up, not publicly 

but in private. 

In this quite vicious story Jesus' brothers are portrayed as trying to goad Jesus into a 

death trap. They knew that the Jews in Judea were seeking to arrest Jesus and kill him. So 

they encouraged him to go up to the feast in Jerusalem and show himself publicly for 
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everyone to see that he was who he claimed to be. John adds the remark his brothers 

didn't believe in him. They were doing something here that was extremely sinister. 

By the criterion of embarrassment I think this is undoubtedly a historical facet of Jesus' 

life and ministry. Had his family members been faithful followers of Jesus all along there 

is no reason that the early Christian church would have invented such vicious stories 

about the unbelief of Jesus' family members. So it is historically certain, I think, that 

during his lifetime none of Jesus' brothers believed that he was anybody special. 

But then, following the resurrection, all of a sudden Jesus' mother and brothers begin to 

show up in the Christian fellowship. Look at Acts 1:14: “All these with one accord 

devoted themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, 

and with his brothers.” Where did they come from? All of a sudden here in the upper 

room as the Christians are huddled together his mother and his brothers are there in the 

upper room with them. There is no further mention of them until you get to Acts 12. Turn 

over to Acts 12:17. This is the story of Peter's deliverance from prison by the angel. What 

are the first words of Peter when he is released? Verse 17: “But motioning to them with 

his hand to be silent, he described to them how the Lord had brought him out of the 

prison. And he said, ‘Tell this to James and to the brethren.’” Here James is a significant 

leader in the New Testament church.317 Peter says, Tell this to James. He needs to be 

notified. In Galatians 1:19 we've seen that when Paul went up to Jerusalem three years 

after his conversion on the Damascus Road he met with both Peter and none of the other 

apostles except, he says, James the Lord's brother. In verse 19, “I saw none of the other 

apostles except James the Lord's brother.” Clearly Paul at least implies here that James 

was being reckoned as an apostle now. He was being placed along with Peter and the 

other apostles as an apostle of Christ. When Paul visited Jerusalem again fourteen years 

later he says in Galatians 2:9 that there were three pillars of the church at that time:  

Peter, John, and James: “and when they perceived the grace that was given to me, James 

and Cephas and John, who were reputed to be pillars, gave to me and Barnabas the right 

hand of fellowship, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised.” Now 

James has emerged to be one of the three pillars of the Jerusalem church. Finally, in Acts 

21:18 James has become the sole head of the Jerusalem church. This is the story of the 

Jerusalem Council. It says in Acts 21:18, “On the following day Paul went in with us to 

James; and all the elders were present.” So it is James that is the head of the Jerusalem 

Council and the church in Jerusalem. 

We don't hear anything more about James in the pages of the New Testament. But from 

Josephus, the Roman Jewish historian, in his Antiquities of the Jews 20.200, he says that 

James was stoned to death illegally by the Sanhedrin sometime after AD 60 during a 
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lapse in the civil government. They took advantage of this lapse in the civil government 

to seize James and the Sanhedrin stoned him to death. 

Not only did James become a believer in Jesus, but so did Jesus' other brothers. We can 

see this from Paul's comment in 1 Corinthians 9:5. He says, “Do we not have the right to 

be accompanied by a wife, as the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and 

Cephas?” Here Paul claims for himself and for Barnabas the right to be accompanied on 

their journeys by a wife just like the other apostles Cephas and the brothers of the Lord 

Jesus. 

How do you explain this? On the one hand, it is very clear that Jesus' brothers did not 

believe in Jesus during his lifetime. On the other hand, it is equally certain that they 

became ardent Christians who were active in Christian missionary activity. Jesus' 

crucifixion wouldn't make this change occur. Jesus' crucifixion would only confirm in 

James' mind that his elder brother was deluded in thinking that he was the Messiah. So 

there has got to be more than the crucifixion. Many of us have brothers. What would it 

take to convince you that your brother is the Lord so that you would be ready to be stoned 

to death for this belief? Can there be any doubt that the reason for this remarkable 

transformation in James is, as Paul says, the fact that then he appeared to James. Even 

the skeptical New Testament critic Hans Grass has said that the appearance of Jesus to 

James is one of the surest proofs of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.318 

We still have the appearance to all the apostles and to Saul of Tarsus to discuss, but we 

are out of time. We will defer that until our next lesson together.319 
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Lecture 40: The Postmortem Appearances 

We have been talking about the resurrection appearances of Jesus and have been going 

through the list supplied by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. We finished discussing the 

appearance to Jesus' younger brother James and how this brought about the remarkable 

transformation in his life.  

The next appearance in the list is the appearance to all the apostles. Given that Paul's 

intention is to enumerate the different witnesses to the resurrection appearances it is 

unlikely that this is just the same group referred to as the Twelve. Rather the word 

“apostle” was used in the early church in a somewhat broader sense to indicate any sort 

of Christian missionary. This appearance was probably to such a limited circle of 

Christian missionaries which was somewhat broader then the group of the Twelve. For 

the existence of such a group see Acts 1:21-22. Luke writes: 

So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord 

Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day 

when he was taken up from us—one of these men must become with us a witness 

to his resurrection. 

Since Judas had apostatized and needed to be replaced, they chose to replace Judas from 

this group of people who had been with Jesus from the time of his baptism by John until 

the time of the ascension. So it was probably to such a limited group of missionaries that 

Christ then appeared. Again, the facticity of this appearance would be guaranteed by 

Paul's personal contact with these apostles themselves. 

Finally, lastly, is the appearance to Saul of Tarsus. This appearance is just as amazing as 

the appearance to James. Last of all, says Paul, he appeared to me also. The story of 

Jesus' appearance to Saul of Tarsus, or to Paul of course, just outside of Damascus is 

related in Acts 9:1-9, and then it is told again twice in the book of Acts. That this event 

actually occurred is established beyond doubt by Paul's references to it in his own letters. 

This encounter changed Saul's entire life. He was a rabbi. A Pharisee. A respected Jewish 

leader. He hated the Christian heresy and did everything in his power to stamp it out. He 

says in his own hand that he was even responsible for the execution of Christian 

believers. And then suddenly he gave up everything. He left his position as a respected 

Jewish leader, and he became a Christian missionary. As such he entered into a life of 

poverty, labor, and suffering. He was whipped, beaten, stoned and left for dead, 

shipwrecked three times, and in constant danger, deprivation, and hunger. Finally, he 

made the ultimate sacrifice and was martyred for his faith at Rome. And it was all 

because on that day outside of Damascus, in his words, “I saw Jesus, our Lord” (1 

Corinthians 9:1). 



When you look at these resurrection appearances related by Paul, we are in contact here 

with extremely early historical information about the appearances of Christ to these 

various individuals and groups of people. 

The second point that I want to adduce in support of the resurrection appearances is that 

the Gospel accounts provide multiple and independent attestation of the postmortem 

appearances of Jesus.320 We have more than just Paul's account. The Gospels provide 

multiple and independent attestation of the postmortem appearances of Jesus. The 

Gospels independently attest to resurrection appearances of Jesus, even to some of the 

same appearances that are mentioned in Paul's list. The German New Testament scholar 

Wolfgang Trilling explains it this way: 

From the list in I Cor. 15 the particular reports of the Gospels are now to be 

interpreted. Here may be of help what we said about Jesus's miracles. It is 

impossible to 'prove' historically a particular miracle. But the totality of the 

miracle reports permits no reasonable doubt that Jesus in fact performed 

'miracles.' That holds analogously for the appearance reports. It is not possible to 

secure historically the particular event. But the totality of the appearance reports 

permits no reasonable doubt that Jesus in fact bore witness to himself in such a 

way.321 

Trilling's point is that the appearance stories in general occupy such a broad swath of 

Gospel traditions in all four of the Gospels that even if you can't prove that this or that 

particular appearance occurred, all of these could not be dismissed as simply unhistorical 

fictions. It is evident from the breadth of these appearance stories in such a diversity of 

sources that there were these resurrection appearances following Jesus' death. 

I think Trilling's conclusion is actually too modest: for just as we can justifiably infer the 

historicity of specific miracles of Jesus, for example his feeding of the 5,000, so we could 

infer the historicity of some of these specific appearances as well. 

The appearance to Peter, for example, is universally acknowledged by New Testament 

critics.322 The appearance to the Twelve323 is, again, not in dispute even if many critics 

are skeptical of the physical demonstrations that are featured in these appearances. The 

appearance to the women disciples is independently attested by Matthew and John324, and 
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it also enjoys ratification by the criterion of embarrassment given the awkwardness of 

having women witnesses to the resurrection appearances. It is generally agreed that the 

reason that the women do not appear in Paul's list in 1 Corinthians 15 is precisely due to 

this embarrassment. It would be pointless to cite the witness of women to the resurrection 

appearances given their low credibility in that patriarchal culture. That Jesus appeared to 

the disciples in Galilee is independently attested by Mark, Matthew, and John.325 When 

you put them together, the appearances seem to follow the pattern of the Jewish festival 

pilgrimages. First in Jerusalem for the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Then 

the disciples went back to Galilee, and then there were Galilean appearances. Then two 

months later they returned to Jerusalem again for the Pentecost feast, and there were the 

final resurrection appearances of Jesus. 

So what should we conclude from this? Well, you can dismiss the appearances as 

hallucinations if you want to, but you cannot deny that the events themselves actually 

occurred. The late New Testament critic of the University of Chicago, Norman Perrin, 

puts it this way: “The more we study the tradition with regard to the appearances, the 

firmer the rock begins to appear upon which they are based.”326 The skeptical German 

New Testament critic, Gerd Lüdemann, who is perhaps one of the most important of the 

critics of the resurrection today, himself says (his words, not mine), “It may be taken as 

historically certain that Peter and the disciples had experiences after Jesus' death in which 

Jesus appeared to them as the risen Christ.”327 

The evidence then makes it certain that on separate occasions following the death of 

Jesus different individuals and groups of people had experiences of seeing Jesus alive 

from the dead.328 This conclusion, I think, is virtually undisputed today among New 

Testament scholars. 

Let's go to the third and final point, and that is that the resurrection appearances were 

physical, bodily appearances. So far the evidence that I presented doesn't depend upon 

the nature of the postmortem appearances of Jesus. I've left it an open question whether 

or not they were merely visionary in character or physical in nature. It remains to be seen 

whether even visionary experiences of Jesus after his death could be plausibly explained 

on the basis of just psychological models. But if these appearances were physical and 

bodily in nature then a purely psychological explanation of them becomes next to 
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impossible. So I think it is worth examining what we can know historically about the 

nature of these appearances. I would like to make two points in general in this regard. 

First, Paul gives reason for thinking that these appearances were bodily, physical 

appearances. He does so in two ways as we will see. Secondly, the Gospels also support 

the bodily, physical nature of the resurrection appearances and they also do so in two 

ways. 

First let's talk about Paul. The first point is that Paul conceives of the resurrection body as 

physical. Paul thinks of the resurrection body as a physical body. You will remember 

when we looked at 1 Corinthians 15:42-45 we saw that Paul describes the differences 

between the present earthly body and the glorious resurrection body. He drew four 

essential contrasts between the earthly body and the resurrection body. The earthly body 

is mortal; the resurrection body is immortal. The earthly body is dishonorable; but the 

resurrection body is glorious. The earthly body is weak; the resurrection body is 

powerful. The earthly body is natural; but the resurrection body is spiritual. We saw that 

only the last of those contrasts might lead you to suspect that the resurrection body is 

anything less than physical. But, as we saw, when Paul talks about this distinction 

between natural and spiritual he is not talking about the constitution of the body but of its 

orientation. We can tell that by looking at the way he uses the same distinction in 1 

Corinthians 2 earlier in his letter to describe the difference between the natural man and 

the spiritual man. The “natural man” does not mean the visible, tangible, material man, 

nor does the “spiritual man” mean the invisible, intangible, unextended man, whatever 

that would be. Rather, Paul is talking about people who are oriented toward the human 

nature or those who are oriented and dominated by the spirit of God. Similarly, when it 

comes to 1 Corinthians 15 the contrast is exactly the same. The natural body is the earthly 

body under the domination of the fallen human nature. The spiritual body will be the 

same body now glorified but under the domination and control of the Holy Spirit, a body 

fully empowered and directed by God's Spirit. But it will be a body. So Paul's doctrine of 

the resurrection body implies a physical resurrection.329 

The second point under Paul is that Paul and all of the New Testament makes a 

conceptual distinction between a resurrection appearance of Jesus and a vision of Jesus. 

He makes a distinction conceptually between a resurrection appearance of Christ and a 

vision of Christ. I am not talking about a linguistic distinction. The same vocabulary can 

be used of each, but they are conceptually distinct. The resurrection appearances of Jesus 

soon ceased. They were confined to a very limited time after Christ's crucifixion. But 

visions of the exalted Christ continued on in the early church. The question is then what 

is the essential difference between a vision of the risen Lord and a resurrection 
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appearance of the risen Lord? The answer in the New Testament to that question seems to 

be pretty clear. A vision, even if it is caused by God, is something that is purely in the 

mind while a resurrection appearance took place out there in the external world. I think 

you can see the difference between these two by comparing Stephen’s vision of Jesus in 

Acts 7 with the resurrection appearances of Jesus narrated by Luke. Stephen saw an 

identifiable bodily image of a man in heaven, but what he saw was a vision, not a man 

who was actually physically present before him because nobody else experienced 

anything at all. This was a visionary seeing on Stephen’s part, not something that was 

taking place in the external world where others would see it. By contrast, the resurrection 

appearances took place in the external world where they could be perceived by anybody 

that was present. Paul could rightly regard his experience on the Damascus Road as a 

genuine resurrection appearance even though it took place after Jesus' ascension and 

therefore was highly unusual because it did involve manifestations in the external world 

which were also experienced by Paul's traveling companions to various degrees. This 

conceptual distinction between a vision and an appearance of Jesus I think also implies 

that the resurrection appearances were physical and bodily appearances. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Since Lüdemann agreed that there had been an encounter by Paul and others, is 

he still a skeptic because he attributes that to being a vision? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, that is right. Lüdemann is one of those who is trying to revive the old 

hallucination hypothesis. He believes that what happened was that Paul and Peter each 

were laboring under guilt complexes. Peter had denied his Lord three times and felt guilty 

about it. Paul felt guilty under the Jewish law for his sins. He was secretly attracted to 

Christianity because of its message of grace and forgiveness. So, in order to alleviate 

these guilt complexes, he suggests that Peter and Paul both hallucinated visions of Jesus. 

This is what then led to the belief in the resurrection appearances. This is a good example 

of someone who will admit the facticity of the event. He admits they had these 

experiences, but then he will try to provide some naturalistic explanation of these. So, 

when it comes to finding what the best explanation of these appearances are, we will 

revisit this question: could they have really been hallucinations? As I say, if this point is 

right – that they were physical and bodily in nature – then I think it just completely 

undercuts the hallucination hypothesis from the get-go, from square one.330 

Student: Paul describes the body raised as imperishable, glorious, powerful, and spiritual, 

but none of these words describe physical. Every word here is a spiritual word. 
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Dr. Craig: Let me put it this way. None of those adjectives imply physicality. I think that 

is true. But that physicality is implied already in Paul's use of the word soma. Soma is the 

Greek word that means body. Paul doesn't believe in the immortality of the soul alone. 

He says that there will be a resurrection body, a resurrection soma. Those adjectives don't 

imply physicality, but my point is they do not deny it. In describing the resurrection body 

as glorious, powerful, immortal, and spiritual, there is nothing that would suggest this is 

no longer a tangible, physical, extended entity. In fact, that is comprised by the word 

“body.” That is what a body is. 

Student: Last week we were talking about spiritual experiences or experiential 

knowledge. I did have experiential knowledge of God talking to me. But it is not an 

audible sound, but it is a clear understanding. Due to the lack of vocabulary, I will say 

“God told me this.” It will sound like it is a physical talking, but it is a clear…like in 

Experiencing God that Dr. Henry Blackaby says that everybody that God talks to knows 

that God is talking to them. Yet it may not be a physical verbal communication. But it is a 

clear communication of the spiritual nature. I just don't have the vocabulary for that. 

Dr. Craig: I understand. I am going to just make an application and then say something 

and then we will close. Could the application here be these resurrection appearances 

weren't really physical and bodily, but due to the limits of Paul's vocabulary he had to 

describe them in such a way that just as somebody might think when you say, God told 

me to do this, they thought you heard this audible voice speaking to you, so when Paul 

says, I saw Jesus our Lord, that they think he means this in this sort of physical, visible 

way. I don't think that is a good response to what I just shared. Think of the two points 

that I just made. It is not just that Paul uses phenomenal language in saying, I saw Jesus, 

or, Jesus appeared to me, which is admittedly ambiguous. It is that he uses words like 

soma, body, that Christ has a body with which he rises from the dead. A body that will be 

the pattern and model for our own resurrection body. I think it is clear that Paul is using 

objective language here, not just subjective personal first-hand reports. He is talking 

about Christ will have a body. Secondly, think of this conceptual distinction between a 

resurrection appearance and a vision. I don't know what that difference would be on the 

model that we say this is just due to limited vocabulary on Paul's part. Then that 

distinction just falls apart. It wouldn't make any sense. The best way to understand this 

distinction that not only Paul but the whole New Testament makes between a resurrection 

appearance and a mere vision of the exalted Lord is that the one was subjective and in 

your mind (the vision) but that the appearances were extra-mental and occurred in the 

real world. I think in making these two points I have implicitly undercut the suggestion 

that this is due simply to Paul's limited ability to express what must have been numinous 

and phenomenal experiences. 



END DISCUSSION331 
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Lecture 41: Postmortem Appearances  
and the Origin of the Christian Faith 

We are wrapping up our discussion of the postmortem appearances of Jesus. We are 

discussing what evidence there is that these appearances were bodily and physical 

appearances. Last time we looked at two indications from the apostle Paul that the 

resurrection appearances were physical and bodily. First, we saw that Paul's doctrine of 

the resurrection body is that the resurrection body is indeed a physical body. Therefore, 

when he says that this entity appeared to people that would mean that they saw a 

physical, tangible body. Secondly, Paul and indeed all the New Testament make a 

conceptual distinction between a resurrection appearance of Jesus and a vision of Jesus. 

The only way that I can make sense of this distinction is that the resurrection appearances 

were extra-mental. That is to say, they took place in the external world, whereas visions 

of the exalted Jesus were purely intra-mental. Even if caused by God they were simply in 

the mind of the beholder. That would again imply that given that these are postmortem 

appearances of Jesus rather than mere visions that these were physical, bodily 

appearances. 

Now we want to turn to what evidence there exists in the Gospels that these appearances 

are physical and bodily. Again, two points I think should be made. First, every 

resurrection appearance related in the Gospels is a physical, bodily appearance. The 

unanimous testimony of the Gospels in this respect is really pretty impressive. Think 

about it. If none of the original appearances were physical and bodily then it is very 

strange that we should have a completely unanimous testimony in the Gospels that all of 

them were physical with no trace whatsoever of the original non-physical visionary 

appearances. So thorough a corruption of oral tradition in such a short time while the 

eyewitnesses were still alive is very unlikely. 

Secondly, if all the appearances were originally non-physical visions then one is at a loss 

to explain the rise of the Gospel accounts. If originally the disciples merely experienced 

visionary seeings of Jesus then you are at a complete loss to explain the rise of these 

Gospel appearance narratives for physical, bodily appearances would be foolishness to 

the Gentiles and a stumbling block to the Jews since neither of them could accept for 

different reasons the notion of a physical resurrection from the dead. But both Jews and 

Gentiles would be quite happy to accept non-physical visions of the deceased. 

Some critics have suggested that it might be anti-Docetic motives that prompted the 

materialization of these originally visionary experiences. The Docetists were early 

heretics who depreciated the value of the material and so denied the incarnation of Jesus. 

They said Jesus merely appeared to have taken on a fleshly body but in fact he really 

didn’t have a body of flesh. 



So some critics have said maybe the resurrection appearance stories materialized these 

visionary experiences as a way of responding to the threat of Docetism. But I think this 

suggestion has little to commend it.332 In the first place, Docetism was a later Christian 

heresy and these appearance traditions antedate Docetism. In fact, Docetism is a response 

to the physical incarnation and resurrection of Jesus, not the other way around. Moreover, 

the Docetists didn’t, in fact, deny that Jesus appeared in a bodily and physical way. They 

did not affirm purely visionary resurrection appearances. They denied the incarnation, but 

once Jesus took on the semblance of human flesh they did not deny that he also appeared 

bodily alive from the dead. They didn't believe in visions. Finally, the Gospel accounts 

don't evince the rigor of an anti-Docetic apologetic. One would have to do more to refute 

the Docetists than to have Jesus merely show his wounds as he does to Thomas and the 

disciples. Notice it never says that Thomas accepted Jesus’ offer to reach forth his hand 

and touch the wounds or probe his side. Jesus merely shows his wounds to Thomas, and 

Thomas believes. That is not an anti-Docetic apologetic because that wouldn't refute 

Docetism merely showing the wounds. So I don't think that the resurrection appearance 

stories can be attributed to anti-Docetic motives. 

To be perfectly candid, the only reason for denying the physical and bodily nature of the 

postmortem appearances of Jesus is philosophical, not historical. If Jesus did appear 

physically and bodily then these sorts of appearances would be nature miracles of the 

most astounding proportions, and that many skeptical critics simply cannot accept. But in 

that case the problem is not historical; it is philosophical. So you need to retrace your 

steps and go back and review the arguments for the existence of God. As Peter Slezak 

remarked in his debate with me, If God exists and created the entire universe then the 

odd resurrection would be child's play. The real question here is whether or not a 

transcendent creator and designer of the universe exists, and we have seen good evidence 

for such a being. Most New Testament critics, however, are untrained in philosophy and 

therefore naive when it comes to issues like arguments for the existence of God or the 

problem of miracles. 

So on the basis of these three lines of evidence I think we can conclude that the fact of 

Jesus' postmortem appearances to various individuals and groups of people under a 

variety of circumstances is firmly established historically, and moreover I think it is 

plausible that these appearances were physical and bodily in nature. 

We have seen evidence to affirm that after his death Jesus in fact appeared alive to 

various individuals and groups on a variety of occasions and under different 

circumstances. 
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We have now looked at the evidence for the discovery of Jesus’ empty tomb by a group 

of his women followers on the Sunday morning after his crucifixion. Moreover, we have 

seen there is good evidence to believe that after his crucifixion various individuals and 

groups of people, some of whom are named, experienced appearances of Jesus alive from 

the dead.  

The third fact which any adequate historical hypothesis must account for is the very 

origin of the Christian faith itself. This fact takes pride of place in N. T. Wright’s 

historical argument for Jesus’ resurrection. Indeed Wright’s entire book, The 

Resurrection of the Son of God, an 800-page tome, is probably best understood as the 

most sophisticated and fullest development of this third point of the overall case.333 

In fact, Wright actually argues for the historicity of the empty tomb and the postmortem 

appearances on the basis of this third point, namely the very origin of the Christian faith. 

I think this procedure, however, is mistaken because then it makes the empty tomb and 

the postmortem appearances dependent upon this third point when in fact we have 

independent evidence (as we have seen and as most critics agree) for the facts of the 

empty tomb and the postmortem appearances. So it is best to regard these three facts as 

independently established like three legs of a stool which all lend support to the 

historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. Nevertheless Wright’s book, I think, does serve to draw 

attention to the power of this third point: how do you explain the origin of the Christian 

movement midway through the first century? 

Even skeptical New Testament scholars admit that the earliest disciples of Jesus at least 

believed that Jesus had been raised from the dead. Indeed they pinned nearly everything 

on it. To take just one example, their belief that Jesus was the Messiah. Jews had no 

conception of a Messiah who, instead of triumphing over Israel’s enemies, would be 

shamefully executed by them as a common criminal. Messiah was supposed to be a 

triumphant figure who would command the respect of Jew and Gentile alike and who 

would establish the throne of David in Jerusalem from which he would reign. A Messiah 

who failed to deliver and who was defeated, humiliated, and slain by his enemies is a 

contradiction in terms. Nowhere do the Jewish texts speak of such a “Messiah.” 

Therefore, as N. T. Wright emphasizes, and I quote, 

The crucifixion of Jesus, understood from the point of view of any onlooker, 

whether sympathetic or not, was bound to have appeared as the complete 

destruction of any messianic pretensions or possibilities he or his followers might 

have hinted at.”334[/blockqouote] 
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It is difficult therefore to overemphasize what a catastrophe the crucifixion was for the 

disciples. Jesus’ death on the cross spelled the humiliating end for any hopes that they 

had entertained that he was the promised Messiah. But the belief in the resurrection of 

Jesus reversed the catastrophe of the cross. Because God had raised Jesus from the dead 

he was seen to be the Messiah after all. And so in Acts 2:[32], 36 Peter proclaims, This 

man God raised again. Let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made 

him both Lord and Messiah – this Jesus whom you crucified. It was on the basis of his 

resurrection that the disciples could believe that Jesus really was the Messiah after all. 

It is no surprise, therefore, that belief in Jesus’ resurrection was universal in the early 

Christian church. The German scholar Gunther Bornkamm sums it up as follows, and I 

quote, 

The Easter faith of the first disciples . . . was not the peculiar experience of a few 

enthusiasts or a peculiar theological opinion of a few apostles, who in the course 

of time had the luck to prevail. No, they were all one in the belief and the 

confession to the Risen One.335 

Some critics have tried to avoid this conclusion by maintaining with Rudolf Bultmann 

that the earliest disciples did not distinguish between Jesus’ resurrection and his 

ascension to heaven. The primitive Christian proclamation, they say, was Jesus’ 

exaltation to heaven.336 God has exalted him to his right hand. Later this became 

differentiated between his resurrection and his ascension. In effect, the primitive, the 

original, Christian belief was not in Jesus’ resurrection. Rather, the original Christian 

belief was simply in Jesus’ exaltation into heaven and therefore there is nothing to be 

explained beyond their belief that Jesus had been exalted by God to heaven. 

N. T. Wright is very critical of Bultmann’s suggestion. I want to read an extended 

quotation from N. T. Wright in response to Bultmann’s objection. This is what Wright 

says: 

The idea that there was originally no difference for the earliest Christians between 

resurrection and exaltation/ascension is a twentieth-century fiction, based on a 

misreading of Paul. Actually, Bultmann’s account is slippery at the crucial point: 

though he says there was no difference between resurrection and ascension, what 

he means is that there was no early belief in ‘resurrection’ at all, since . . . the 

word ‘resurrection’ and its cognates was not used to denote a non-bodily 

extension of life in a heavenly realm, however glorious. Plenty of words existed 

to denote heavenly exaltation; ‘resurrection’ is never one of them. . . . Bultmann 

therefore has to postulate – though he has covered up this large move – that at 
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some point halfway through the first century someone who had previously 

believed that Jesus had simply ‘gone to heaven when he died’ began to use, to 

denote this belief, language which had never meant that before and continued not 

to mean it in either paganism, Judaism or Christianity thereafter, namely, the 

language of resurrection . . . What is more, Bultmann has to assume that, though 

this theory about a risen body was a new thing within the already widely diverse 

Christian church, it took over almost at once, so that all traces of the original view 

– that Jesus was not raised from the dead, but simply ‘went to heaven’, albeit in 

an exalted capacity – have dropped out of historical sight.337 

Given the date, for example, of the tradition quoted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, 

which you will recall goes back to within the first five years after Jesus’ crucifixion, 

Bultmann’s hypothesis threatens to collapse into the conspiracy theory of eighteenth-

century deists who said that the disciples lied about the resurrection of Jesus which would 

be, I think, the reductio ad absurdum of this view. It is reduction to absurdity. 

Resurrection, which the evidence shows to be the primitive Christian belief, entails 

exaltation. Jesus rises glorified from the tomb. So resurrection entails exaltation – and 

given that Jesus is no longer present among us – therefore it entails ascension into 

heaven; but a reverse extrapolation, from exaltation to physical resurrection and 

ascension, does not follow from the concept of exaltation. 

While it is easy to see how a primitive belief in Jesus’ resurrection would lead to his 

exaltation to heaven, it doesn't make any sense at all to say that the original primitive 

belief was exaltation and that this later somehow became distorted into belief in his 

resurrection, a hypothesis that the early date of the traditions in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 will 

not permit in any case. 

So the origin of Christianity thus hinges upon the belief of the earliest disciples that God 

had raised Jesus from the dead. But then the question arises: how does one explain the 

origin of that belief?338 As R. H. Fuller has said, even the most skeptical critic must posit 

some mysterious X to get the movement going.339 But what was that X? 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: The anti-missionary rabbi Michael Skobac said it wasn’t their belief in the 

resurrection that created their devotion to Jesus. It was the other way around. It was their 

incredible devotion to Jesus that led to their belief that he was resurrected. He is saying 

let the dead bury their own dead. He says follow him without question. They were so 
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devoted to him, so after he died they wanted to continue the movement so any piece of 

evidence would convince them. If someone else stole the body from the tomb they would 

say, OK, he rose from the dead. 

Dr. Craig: This is not a deny of the fact that the origin of the Christian faith owes itself to 

the belief of these earliest disciples that God raised Jesus from the dead. It is an attempt 

to explain that fact. Right? They came to believe in this because of their fervent faith in 

Jesus that led them then to believe he was raised from the dead. That is to be considered 

later on. Remember the structure of our case. First you establish the facts to be explained, 

and then the second stage is to ask what is the best explanation of those facts. What you 

just said is getting ahead to the second stage. It doesn’t deny the fact to be explained, 

namely that Christianity owes its origin to the belief of these first disciples that God had 

raised Jesus from the dead. It tries to provide a psychological explanation of that. 

Just by way of preview, let me say I think what I’ve already said shows why this view is 

no longer accepted by the majority of New Testament scholars today. This used to be the 

view back in the 30s and 40s – the heyday of Bultmann. Instead what the scholars have 

come to realize is that given first century beliefs about the Messiah and what Messiah 

was supposed to be like the crucifixion would have annihilated any hopes that Jesus was 

the Messiah. It would have annihilated the faith that the disciples had in him. So their 

belief in his resurrection can't be explained as a result of their fervent faith in him. It is 

quite the opposite. It is because they came to believe that he was raised from the dead that 

they then could put their faith in him. This scenario gets the cart before the horse. It is 

precisely the reverse situation. You cannot explain their belief in the resurrection on the 

basis of their fervent faith because that fervent faith would have been completely 

undermined by the fact of his crucifixion. 

Student: Do you think that Peter, James, John, and all the other apostles, the earliest 

disciples, after Christ’s death on the cross do you think that they were of the mindset that, 

Oh well, I guess we were wrong. He must not have been the Messiah after all. Until the 

resurrection happened, which then convinced them that he was? 

Dr. Craig: I think they would have been thrown into deep depression and doubt as a 

result. I am not suggesting that they came to renounce Jesus or anything of that sort, but I 

do think that they would have been thrown into deep despair, depression, and doubt about 

everything that had happened. They had left their families, their livelihoods, to follow 

this man because they thought he was the Messiah, and here he got crucified by the 

Gentiles. This is just the opposite of what the Messiah was supposed to be like. So they 

would have been in deep doubt I think at this point. 



Student: I think if the disciples perhaps had known their Bible a little bit better they 

wouldn't have been so depressed.340 The majority of messianic prophesies are indeed of a 

triumphant Messiah, but there is a very important minority of them which present a 

suffering Messiah and leads to salvation. The two most famous probably are the well-

known Isaiah 53 which says by his stripes we are healed and the suffering that he had. I 

don't think anybody would much doubt that that was messianic. 

Dr. Craig: That is where I would disagree with you. I think that that would not have been 

regarded as messianic. The person who is described in Isaiah 53 is the servant of the 

Lord. He is the righteous servant of the Lord who then bears substitutionally the 

punishment for Israel's sins. These kinds of passages, I think, when viewed in retrospect 

would be seen as pregnant with significance. Just as you say, they would see Joseph of 

Arimathea in the passage when it says, They made his grave with the rich. They would 

see his resurrection when it says, He will prolong his days. But you have got to put 

yourself in the shoes of a first century Jew without any knowledge of Christian history. 

You can’t look at these passages in the rear view mirror of Christian history. You have 

got to look at them as first century Jews would have. There isn’t any evidence that this 

was interpreted messianically. Remember we talked about this before when you shared 

with me some rabbinic interpretations, and those were all post-Christian. 

Student: I think we’ll just have to agree to disagree on that, because when it says he was 

cut off from the land of the living, I mean, let’s face it. Here’s another one and that is 

Daniel 9:27 which I think is the most remarkable prophecy in the Bible – Daniel’s 

seventy sevens. In 9:27 he says, This anointed one will appear and will be cut off and 

have nothing. That was in 530 BC, and there I don’t think there is any question there the 

anointed one is the Messiah. And he is going to be cut off and have nothing. What does 

that mean? Now, I will admit they were a minority of prophecies, and we can cut the 

rabbis a little slack for saying, Wait a minute, this man was killed, so maybe he is not. But 

I think Jesus himself was put out with the rabbis and the teachers of the law of his day 

because he thought that they should have known that based on these prophecies. He said, 

You can prophesy the weather by certain signs but you can’t read the signs of the times. I 

think in that case he may well have been . . .  

Dr. Craig: Certainly Jesus did think that his suffering and messianic status was attested 

in these Old Testament prophecies, but the very fact that the Jewish scribes who are 

experts in these matters didn’t see it, again, suggests that this is rather obscure. It could 

be seen in retrospect, right. But to see those passages in a prospective view would be 

much more difficult. I think we need to give these disciples some slack here in their fear 

and doubt and so forth. 
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Student: We have studied the Bible for the purpose of following Christ and identify with 

him. This resurrection knowledge at its best leads all the disciples to being willing to be 

martyred. Then that is the end of our following, and I don’t understand . . . 

Dr. Craig: That’s the end of what? 

Student: The following – to be willing to be martyred. From then on, I don’t understand 

how to apply this resurrection understanding in our application of faith following. 

Dr. Craig: I am not sure I understand the question. But in my book, The Son Rises, which 

is about the historical evidence for the resurrection, I have a closing chapter that is on the 

question: what does the resurrection mean today for us? I draw out about seven 

implications of this that I think are highly significant such as it ratifies the work of the 

cross. It tells us that Jesus’ substitutionary sacrifice for our sins was accepted by God, 

and therefore we are redeemed.341 It gives us hope of eternal life. It tells us that the grave 

is not the end, but that we shall live forever. Therefore our work for the Lord and our 

lives in relationships in this life are meaningful and of eternal value. It holds promise for 

complete physical and psychological healing from diseases to infirmities and birth 

defects and all the horrible shortcomings that we bear in this life to psychological 

inferiority complexes and other mental illnesses. All of these will be done away with by 

the resurrection when we will have glorious resurrection bodies and be utterly free from 

sin. Those are just some of the applications of the fact of the resurrection. It is a doctrine 

which is just pregnant with theological significance and hope, I believe, for us. But at this 

time we are just looking at the dry facts, so to speak. We want to make sure that this hope 

is not pie in the sky, but that rather this is a hope that is firmly grounded in the facts of 

history. So that is why we are spending this time on this very historical analysis of the 

resurrection. 

Student: To augment the other question, Gamaliel, when the apostles were being 

examined, he referenced false Messiahs, so there had to be some background of 

anticipation somewhere. He said, Let this play out. If it is not from God they will vanish 

like the others, but if it is you are fighting against God. 

Dr. Craig: Right. He was speaking there of the disciples’ proclamation in Jerusalem that 

God had raised him from the dead and therefore made him both Lord and Messiah. 

Gamaliel says if this isn’t from God it will peter out, but you don’t want to be found 

opposing God. 

END DISCUSSION342 
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Lecture 42: Assessing Competing  
Hypotheses To Explain The Three Facts 

I said that a case for the historical resurrection of Jesus will involve two stages. First is 

assembling the facts to be explained, and secondly there will be assessing which is the 

best explanation of those facts. We have seen that there are principally three facts that 

any adequate historical hypothesis must account for – the discovery of Jesus' empty 

tomb, his postmortem appearances to various individuals and groups, and finally the very 

origin of the disciples' belief in his resurrection. Today we now want to turn to various 

competing hypotheses that are attempts to explain these three facts. We want to assess 

their adequacy to determine which is the best explanation. 

How do historians go about determining what is the best explanation for any body of 

facts? According to the professional historian C. B. McCullagh in his book, Justifying 

Historical Descriptions, there are a number of criteria that historians employ in weighing 

competing historical hypotheses. These include things like explanatory scope. That is to 

say, does the hypothesis explain a wider range of data than rival hypotheses? Second 

would be explanatory power. Does the hypothesis render the evidence more probable 

than explanatory alternatives? Thirdly would be plausibility. Is the proposed explanation 

more plausible than rival hypotheses? Number four would be ad-hocness, that is to say, 

the degree of contrivedness - the degree to which the hypothesis has to postulate certain 

things for which there is no independent evidence. And then accord with accepted beliefs. 

To what degree is the hypothesis in accord with widely accepted beliefs? To what degree 

is it disconfirmed by accepted beliefs? Finally, does the hypothesis surpass its rival 

hypotheses in meeting the above conditions? 

Since any given hypothesis may do really well in meeting some criteria and not so well in 

meeting other criteria it requires historical skill on the part of the historian to assess 

competing explanations. But if an explanation has greater explanatory scope and greater 

explanatory power than rival hypotheses then it is very likely to be the best explanation 

of the evidence. 

So what I would like to do is to weigh the typical hypotheses which have been offered 

down through history to explain the facts of the empty tomb, the postmortem 

appearances, and the origin of the disciples' belief in Jesus' resurrection, and let's see how 

well they explain those facts compared to the resurrection hypothesis, which is that God 

raised Jesus from the dead. 

The very first hypothesis that we want to consider is the so-called conspiracy hypothesis. 

According to this explanation the disciples stole the body of Jesus and then lied about his 

postmortem appearances thus faking the resurrection of Jesus. You will recall this was 

the very first counter-explanation of the resurrection offered by the unbelieving Jewish 



authorities in Jesus' day. It was revived during the 18th century by European deists. 

Today, however, the old conspiracy hypothesis has been completely abandoned by 

modern scholarship. Let's see how it fares when assessed by McCullagh's criteria for 

justifying historical descriptions.343 

First of all, explanatory scope. The conspiracy hypothesis does seem to have adequate 

explanatory scope. It covers the full range of the evidence. It offers explanation for the 

empty tomb, namely the disciples stole Jesus’ corpse. The postmortem appearances. They 

lied about these. And the origin of the disciples' supposedly belief in Jesus' resurrection. 

Again, they lied! So it does have explanatory scope to cover those three facts. What about 

explanatory power? Here doubts begin to arise about the conspiracy hypothesis. Consider 

first of all the empty tomb. If the disciples had stolen Jesus' corpse then it would be 

utterly daft for them to fabricate the story about the discovery of the empty tomb by 

women. Given the unreliability of the witness of women in Jewish society, such a story 

would not be the sort of tale that Jewish men would invent in order to fake the 

resurrection of Jesus. Moreover, the simplicity of the empty tomb narrative is not well 

explained by the conspiracy hypothesis. where are the citations of Scripture, the evidence 

of fulfilled prophecy? Why isn't Jesus described in the story as emerging victorious from 

the tomb as in the later forgeries like the Gospel of Peter? Neither is the polemic with 

unbelieving Jews well explained. Why isn't Matthew's guard story right there in the pre-

Markan tradition? And why isn't the guard placed on Friday rather than on Saturday? In 

Matthew's story it is entirely possible that the body had been stolen by the disciples 

Friday night and that the guard was in fact guarding an empty tomb unbeknownst to 

them. In order to refute the theft of the body hypothesis you need to have something more 

like the Gospel of Peter. In the Gospel of Peter the guard, which is identified as a Roman 

guard, is placed immediately on Friday when the corpse is interred in the tomb. So the 

empty tomb story doesn't look like the sort of account that would be fabricated by 

conspirators. 

What about the postmortem appearances? Again, similar doubts arise. A fabricator of 

postmortem appearances of Jesus would probably describe the appearances on the basis 

of Old Testament theophanies, that is appearances or visions of God, and descriptions of 

the resurrection of the dead at the end of the world for Judgment Day as in Daniel 12:2. 

But in that case Jesus should appear to the disciples in dazzling glory. Why is there no 

description of the resurrection itself? Why aren't there stories of the appearances of Jesus 

to Caiaphas and the villains on the Sanhedrin to whom Jesus said he would be apparent? 

They could then be branded as the real liars for denying that Jesus did appear to them 

after his resurrection! 
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But the explanatory power of the conspiracy hypothesis, I think, is undoubtedly weakest 

when it comes to that third fact, namely the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection. Because the hypothesis is really a denial of that fact. It is not an explanation 

of it; it is a denial of that fact. It tries to explain the mere semblance of belief of the 

earliest disciples in Jesus’ resurrection. But as critics since the time of D. F. Strauss have 

universally recognized, you cannot plausibly deny that these earliest disciples at least 

sincerely believed that God had raised Jesus from the dead. This was a conviction on 

which they staked their very lives. The transformation in the lives of these disciples is not 

plausibly explained by the hypothesis of a conspiracy. This shortcoming alone has been 

enough in the minds of most scholars to sink the old conspiracy hypothesis forever.344 

What about plausibility? The real Achilles heel of the conspiracy hypothesis is, I think, 

its implausibility. Here you might mention the usual sorts of objections to a conspiracy 

such as its complexity, the psychological state of the disciples following Jesus' death, and 

so on. But really the overriding problem of the conspiracy hypothesis is the anachronism 

of the hypothesis, namely it is anachronistic to think that first-century Jewish men would 

intend to fake the resurrection of Jesus. The conspiracy hypothesis views the disciples' 

situation through the rearview mirror of Christian history rather than through the eyes of 

a first-century Jew. Remember that we saw there was no expectation whatsoever of a 

Messiah who instead of establishing David's throne in Jerusalem and establishing his 

reign and subduing Israel's enemies would be defeated by the Gentiles and shamefully 

executed by them as a criminal. Moreover, the idea of eschatological resurrection from 

the dead was just completely unconnected with the idea of the Messiah and was even 

incompatible with it. So as N. T. Wright has aptly put it, if your favorite Messiah got 

himself crucified you basically had two choices: either you went home, or you got 

yourself a new Messiah. But the idea of stealing Jesus' corpse and saying that God had 

raised him from the dead is hardly one that would have entered into the minds of these 

first Jewish disciples. 

Next, the degree of ad-hocness of the hypothesis. Like all conspiracy theories of history, 

the conspiracy hypothesis is ad hoc in that it postulates that everything that the evidence 

points to is really just appearance only. It is explained away by hypotheses for which we 

have absolutely no independent evidence. In particular, it postulates motives and ideas in 

the thinking of the earliest disciples and actions on their part for which there isn't a shred 

of evidence. It can become even more ad hoc as hypotheses need to be multiplied in 

order to deal with objections to the theory. For example, how to account for the 

appearance to the five hundred brethren, or how to account for the women's role in the 
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discovery of the empty tomb. You just have to keep accumulating ad hoc hypotheses in 

order to explain the data. 

What about its accord with accepted beliefs? The conspiracy hypothesis tends to be 

disconfirmed by our general knowledge of conspiracies, their instability and their 

tendency to unravel overtime. Moreover, it is disconfirmed by accepted beliefs such as 

the sincerity of the disciples, and also the nature of first-century Jewish messianic 

expectations, and so forth. So the hypothesis does tend to be disconfirmed by widely 

accepted beliefs. 

Finally, does it exceed its rivals in fulfilling the first five conditions? Obviously not. 

There are better explanatory alternatives than the conspiracy hypothesis. For example, the 

hallucination hypothesis is far more plausible than the conspiracy hypothesis because 

these don't have to dismiss the disciples' belief in Jesus' resurrection as mere appearance 

and fraud. 

The bottom line is that no scholar today would accept the conspiracy hypothesis. The 

only place that you read about such things is in the popular, sensationalist press or in the 

internet subculture. 

A second hypothesis was the apparent death explanation. You will remember that we saw 

that around the beginning of the 19th century certain critics such as Heinrich Paulus and 

Friedrich Schleiermacher defended the view that Jesus was not completely dead when he 

was taken down from the cross.345 Instead he revived in the tomb and somehow escaped 

to convince his disciples that he had risen from the dead. Again, today this hypothesis has 

been virtually universally given up. Once again, let's apply McCullagh's six criteria to 

this hypothesis. 

First, the explanatory scope of the hypothesis. Again, I think, the apparent death 

hypothesis does have adequate explanatory scope. It provides explanations for the empty 

tomb, for the postmortem appearances, and for the origin of the disciples’ mistaken belief 

in Jesus’ resurrection. 

What about its explanatory power? Well, this is, again, where the theory begins to 

founder. Some versions of the apparent death hypothesis are really just variations on the 

conspiracy hypothesis where the disciples decide to hoax Jesus’ resurrection by making it 

appear that he was dead and they actually took him down alive and revived him in the 

tomb and so forth. So it merely substitutes hoaxing his death for stealing the body. In that 

case it really collapses into the conspiracy theory and shares all of the weaknesses of that 

theory. 
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A non-conspiratorial version of the theory is also saddled with great difficulties. For 

example, consider its account of the empty tomb. How are you to explain the fact of the 

empty tomb given Jesus’ merely apparent death since a man sealed inside of a closed 

tomb could not possibly have opened the tomb in order to escape? It would be physically 

impossible. Or consider the postmortem appearances. As D. F. Strauss explained, the 

appearance of a half-dead man desperately in need of bandaging and medical attention 

would hardly have elicited in the disciples the belief that he was the risen Lord and the 

conqueror of death! Finally, what about the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection? Again, it doesn’t adequately explain that since seeing a half-dead Jesus 

desperately in need of medical care would not have elicited belief in his resurrection from 

the dead in the Jewish sense of that term, but would have led them to believe that in fact 

he had not died – that he had somehow escaped the executioner’s vengeance. It would not 

have led them to believe he was gloriously risen from the dead in contradiction to their 

own eyes. 

What about the plausibility of the apparent death theory? Here, again, I think the theory 

just fails miserably. Roman executioners could be relied upon to see that their victims 

were dead. Since the exact moment of crucifixion is uncertain – the victim actually dies 

of asphyxiation as he is unable to breathe – executioners could ensure that the victim was 

in fact dead by a spear thrust into the victim’s side such as was done in the case of Jesus. 

This is attested in extra-biblical classical sources. Moreover, what the theory suggests is 

virtually physically impossible. The extent of Jesus’ tortures and crucifixion was such 

that he could never have survived the crucifixion and entombment. Even if he were still 

alive when taken down from the cross he would have expired almost immediately in the 

tomb. The idea that a man so critically wounded could go on to appear to the disciples on 

various occasions in Galilee and in Jerusalem is just fantasy. So the theory is really quite 

implausible, I think. 

What about its ad hocness? Again, the apparent death hypothesis, especially in its 

conspiratorial versions, can become enormously ad hoc.346 For example, some 19th 

century authors invite us to imagine secret societies that were engineering this hoax, 

stealthily administered potions to make Jesus appear to be dead, conspiratorial alliances 

between Jesus’ disciples and members of the Sanhedrin, and so forth. All of this with no 

evidence whatsoever in support. It is completely ad hoc. 

What about its accord with accepted beliefs? The apparent death hypothesis is massively 

disconfirmed by medical facts concerning what would happen to a person who had been 

scourged and then crucified. It is also disconfirmed by the unanimous evidence that Jesus 

did not in fact continue among his disciples living with them after his death.  
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Finally, does the hypothesis significantly exceed its rivals in fulfilling conditions one to 

five? Again, it hardly does that. There are better hypotheses. So, once again, this theory 

has virtually no defenders today among New Testament historians. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Is this similar to what Muslims believe? 

Dr. Craig: No, it isn’t, in fact. What Muslims tend to believe is that Jesus wasn’t even 

crucified. So it wasn’t that he was crucified and managed to survive. It is rather that God 

substituted a kind of double for him on the cross so that Jesus was not crucified but this 

double was. In Islamic tradition, not in the Qur’an but in Islamic tradition, this double is 

often identified with Judas Iscariot. Judas was crucified in Jesus’ place and that it looked 

like Jesus was crucified! So the orthodox Muslim position is quite different. It denies the 

fact of the crucifixion and thereby flies in the face of what every historian believes about 

Jesus of Nazareth. If there is one single historical fact about Jesus of Nazareth that is 

indisputable it is his crucifixion. 

Student: So if they believe that Judas was crucified as a double for Jesus, how do they 

rectify the empty tomb? Because they would still have a body that they would have to get 

rid of. Do they try to go back to the theory that they stole the body away? 

Dr. Craig: I don’t know if there is a sort of orthodox Muslim view on facts of the empty 

tomb. They tend to believe that the Gospels have been corrupted in the course of their 

translation and transmission. So in a sense it could be very much like the legend 

hypothesis that we will consider later – that these aren’t really facts. But that is why 

we’ve spent so much time looking at the evidence for the empty tomb and the 

postmortem appearances so that these can’t just be written off as legends. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s go to the third hypothesis which is the wrong tomb hypothesis. This was first 

proposed in 1907 by a scholar named Kirsopp Lake. This theory holds that the belief in 

Jesus’ empty tomb was simply based on a mistake. According to Lake, the women lost 

their way going to the tomb early that Sunday morning in the dark and they happened to 

come upon a caretaker at an unoccupied tomb in the garden. He said something like this 

to them: You are looking for Jesus of Nazareth. He is not here. See the place where they 

laid him [pointing to a different location]. The women were so rattled by meeting this 

person that they fled from the tomb. After the disciples had then experienced visions of 

Jesus alive, the women’s story evolved into the account of their discovery of Jesus’ 

empty tomb. 

Unlike the previous two theories that we’ve just discussed, Lake’s hypothesis was 

stillborn right from the beginning. It generated almost no following whatsoever among 



scholars. Let’s see why. First, what about its explanatory scope? Lake’s theory really 

doesn’t explain the postmortem appearances.347 He tries to give an explanation of the 

empty tomb but he says nothing to explain the postmortem appearances. So you are going 

to have to conjoin some additional hypothesis. For example, the hallucination hypothesis 

to the wrong tomb hypothesis in order to cover the full scope of the evidence. In that 

sense the theory does not have sufficiently wide explanatory scope. 

What about its explanatory power? Consider the postmortem appearances. Since it says 

nothing to explain the postmortem appearances it obviously has zero explanatory power 

when it comes to the postmortem appearances. You are going to need to rely upon some 

independent hypothesis for that. 

What about the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection? Again, the theory 

doesn’t really give a plausible explanation of that belief. Merely going to the wrong tomb 

and finding a man there who says that Jesus isn’t there would hardly lead a first-century 

Jew to believe that Jesus is risen from the dead which would completely contradict 

Jewish beliefs about the nature of the resurrection. 

What about the empty tomb? Any later check of the empty tomb would have revealed the 

women’s mistake. Certainly the disciples themselves would have wanted to verify the 

women’s report that the tomb was empty. In any case, since the burial site was known to 

Jew and Christian alike (remember Jesus was interred by a member of the Sanhedrin, 

Joseph of Arimathea) the Jewish opponents of the Christian movement would have been 

only too happy to point out the women’s error. 

What about plausibility? The wrong tomb hypothesis is also implausible in light of the 

evidence that we have that the site of Jesus’ tomb was known to Jew and Christian alike 

in Jerusalem. It also doesn’t explain well the fact that the empty tomb story is extremely 

early. It doesn’t show signs of theological development and reflection and so forth. 

Insofar as the hallucination hypothesis proves to be implausible (we will see that later 

on), Lake’s theory will also share in that implausibility if it needs the hallucination 

hypothesis to explain the full scope of the evidence. So the theory is implausible in a 

number of ways. 

What about its being ad hoc? Lake’s theory is ad hoc in that it treats the evidence 

selectively and arbitrarily. For example, Lake accepts the historicity of the women’s visit 

to the tomb, and he accepts as historical their intention of going to anoint the body. But 

he ignores the reason that they noted exactly the location of the tomb because of that 

intention in Mark 15:47 and Mark 16:1. Because of their intention of going to anoint the 

body, the women noted where Jesus' corpse had been interred, and Lake just ignores that 
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fact. He accepts the one fact but not the other, but he gives no grounds or basis for that. It 

is ad hoc.  Again, Lake regards the words of the caretaker, You are looking for Jesus of 

Nazareth, He is not here, as authentic, but he passes over in silence the words, He is 

risen.  But all of this is the language of Christian proclamation if any of it is. So there is 

just no grounds for that ad hoc selectivity as to what is historical in the angel's words and 

what is not. 

Similarly, there is no grounds for taking Mark's young man (as he calls him) to be a 

human rather than an angelic figure. The Greek word that is used here for the young man 

is often used of angels, and his white robe is typical for angelic appearances. Moreover, 

the women's fear and astonishment and trembling is a characteristic motif in the Gospel 

of Mark for confrontations with the divine, and it presupposes that we are dealing here 

with a confrontation with an angelic figure.348 So it is arbitrary and ad hoc to accept some 

of these facts but not the others. 

Finally, is the hypothesis in accord with accepted beliefs? The wrong tomb hypothesis is 

disconfirmed by the generally accepted beliefs that Joseph of Arimathea did bury Jesus in 

the tomb and thus could point to the correct burial location. You would have to say 

maybe Joseph of Arimathea and any servants with him suffered heart attacks and died 

before they could be asked where the tomb was, and that is just to multiply more ad hoc 

hypotheses. 

Finally, does it exceed its rivals in fulfilling conditions one to five? Again, nobody thinks 

that the wrong tomb hypothesis outstrips is rival hypotheses. 

One of the few Jewish attempts to deal with the facts concerning Jesus' resurrection was 

proposed by Joseph Klasner in 1922. I called this the displaced body hypothesis. 

According to Klasner, Joseph of Arimathea, because of the shortness of the time and the 

lateness of the hour, placed Jesus' corpse in his own family tomb. But this was merely 

temporary. He then moved the corpse later to the criminals' graveyard. Well, the women 

were unaware that Joseph had later displaced the body and so they went to his family 

tomb on Sunday morning and found it empty, and hence the disciples erroneously 

inferred that Jesus was risen from the dead. 

Although no scholars defend Klasner's hypothesis today, I have seen this hypothesis 

repeated by popular authors on the internet. I think in light of what has already been said 

about these other theories its shortcomings are evident. 

First, what about its explanatory scope? The displaced body hypothesis has narrow 

explanatory scope. It is an attempt to explain the empty tomb, but it says absolutely 

nothing about the postmortem appearances of Jesus or about the origin of the disciples’ 
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belief in Jesus' resurrection. So you are going to again need to conjoin to the displaced 

body hypothesis independent hypotheses to try to account for the full scope of the 

evidence. 

What about its explanatory power? Klasner’s hypothesis obviously has no explanatory 

power with regard to the appearances and the origin of the disciples' belief in the 

resurrection since it says nothing about these. What about the empty tomb which it does 

try to explain? Here it faces the same obstacle as Lake's wrong tomb hypothesis. Namely, 

since Joseph and any servants that were with him who helped with the internment of the 

body knew what they had done with the corpse the theory is at a loss to explain why the 

disciples' error wasn't corrected. Unless, again, you resort to ad hoc conjectures that 

Joseph and all of his servants somehow suddenly died before they could be asked what 

they had done with the body. 

Someone might say perhaps Jesus' corpse would have no longer been identifiable by the 

time Joseph said, This is what we did with it – we put it in the criminals' graveyard. But 

that answer misses the point. The point is that the earliest Jewish-Christian disputes about 

the resurrection of Jesus, remember, were not over the identity of his corpse but rather 

they were about why the tomb was empty. The Jewish authorities had said the disciples 

had stolen the body and that is why it was missing. Had Joseph merely displaced the 

body, the earliest Jewish-Christian polemic would have taken a very different course 

trying to describe whether or not the remains were in fact Jesus' remains rather than 

somebody else's. The Jewish-Christian dispute never went that route; rather the route it 

went was trying to explain why the tomb was empty.349 

What about plausibility? The hypothesis is implausible for a number of reasons. Insofar 

as we can rely upon rabbinic sources, the criminals' graveyard was only about fifty to six 

hundred yards away from the site of Jesus' crucifixion. Moreover, Jewish practice was 

always to bury executed criminals on the very day of their execution. So that is what 

Joseph, as a member of the Sanhedrin, would have wanted to accomplish. He would 

therefore have placed the body directly in the criminals' graveyard so that he wouldn't 

have to move it later on or defile his own family tomb with the body of a condemned 

criminal. The criminals' graveyard was close enough that Joseph could have placed the 

corpse directly there. In fact, Jewish law did not even permit the body to be moved later 

as this hypothesis suggests. The only exception was you could move the corpse to the site 

of the family tomb. Of course in this case we are not talking about removing the corpse to 

Jesus' family tomb but rather to the criminals' graveyard. So Joseph had adequate time 

following Jesus' death for a simple burial and to lay it in the criminals' graveyard without 

the need to put it in his own family tomb and then displace it later. 
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Next to last, what about the ad hocness? The theory is not greatly ad hoc, but it is 

somewhat ad hoc in that it ascribes to Joseph motives and activities like displacing the 

body for which we have no independent evidence at all. So it is mildly ad hoc. 

What about its disconfirmation by accepted beliefs? The theory is disconfirmed from 

what we know about Jewish burial procedures for criminals such as I just mentioned a 

moment ago. 

Finally, does it significantly exceed its rivals in meeting conditions one through five? 

Again, no historian thinks that this hypothesis outstrips its rivals in meeting these criteria. 

We come then to the myth or legend hypothesis. This is a good place to end our lesson 

for today. We will take up D. F. Strauss’ theory that is also the theory of Bultmann and 

modern New Testament criticism that the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and 

so forth are simply the result of the accumulation of myth and legend.350 
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Lecture 43: Mythological Hypothesis  
and the Origin of the Disciple's Faith 

We are in the process of examining competing hypotheses to explain the facts of Jesus’ 

empty tomb, his postmortem appearances, and the origin of the disciples’ faith. Up to this 

point, all of the hypotheses that we’ve examined are defunct hypotheses. That is to say, 

they are not defended by modern scholars. But today we come to an alternative 

hypothesis to the resurrection hypothesis which is currently defended by some scholars, 

and that is the myth or legend hypothesis. 

You will remember that David Strauss effectively buried the old conspiracy hypothesis 

and the apparent death hypothesis in his book on the Life of Jesus in 1835. Strauss 

correctly saw that neither the conspiracy theory of Reimarus nor the apparent death 

theory of Heinrich Paulus was a plausible explanation of the facts of the case. Therefore, 

Strauss sought a third alternative in the mythological explanation. According to this 

theory the miraculous events of the Gospels never happened. Rather, the Gospel accounts 

of them are the result of a long process of the accumulation of legend and religious 

imagination. This is what Strauss wrote: 

In the view of the church, Jesus was miraculously revived; according to the deistic 

view of Reimarus, his corpse was stolen by the disciples; in the rationalistic view, 

he only appeared to be dead and revived; according to our view the imagination of 

his followers aroused in their deepest spirit, presented their Master revived, for 

they could not possibly think of him as dead. What for a long time was valid as an 

external fact, first miraculous, then deceptive, finally simply natural, is hereby 

reduced completely to the state of mind and made into an inner event.351 

Strauss thus denied that there was any external fact to be explained. The Gospel accounts 

of the resurrection of Jesus were unreliable legends which have been overlaid by myth. 

Strauss’ hypothesis is, in effect, a denial of the fact of the empty tomb. It is an appeal to 

the hallucination hypothesis to explain the postmortem appearances. Finally, it is an 

appeal to myth and legend in order to explain the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection. 

We’ve already come to see how contemporary scholarship disagrees with Strauss 

concerning the historicity of the empty tomb. The empty tomb is today widely recognized 

as a fact belonging to the historical Jesus. We will say something later about the 

hallucination hypothesis as an explanation of the postmortem appearances. So let’s hold 
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off on that until we come to that hypothesis. For now, what I would like to focus on is 

Strauss’ attempt to explain the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection. 

Contrary to Strauss, contemporary scholars have come to the conclusion that Jesus’ 

resurrection was not, in fact, a later development but rather was the belief of the earliest 

disciples themselves. The belief that Jesus was risen from the dead is the primitive belief 

of the earliest Christian disciples, not a later product of religious imagination or legend. 

You will remember the conclusion by R. H. Fuller that I quoted a couple of lessons ago 

when he says that even the most skeptical critic has to posit some mysterious X to get the 

movement going.352 If you deny that Jesus’ resurrection was itself that X then you’ve got 

to hold that the disciples came sincerely to believe in Jesus’ resurrection either because of 

the influence of Christian theology upon them, or the influence of pagan religions, or the 

influence of Jewish religious beliefs. Let’s examine each of those alternatives. 

First, obviously the earliest disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection cannot be due to 

Christian influences for the simple reason that there wasn’t any Christianity yet. Because 

the belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead lay at the very foundation of the early 

Christian movement it cannot be explained as the later product and retrojection of that 

movement. Without this belief, the movement would never have come into being in the 

first place. 

What about pagan influences? Can the belief in Jesus’ resurrection on the part of the 

earliest disciples be explained as the result of the influence of pagan mythology upon 

them? Back around the turn of the 19th to the 20th centuries scholars in comparative 

religion ransacked the literature of ancient mythology in an attempt to find parallels to 

Christian beliefs in pagan religions including parallels to the belief in Jesus’ resurrection. 

Some even sought to show that these Christian beliefs are the result of these pagan 

influences. 

This movement, however, soon collapsed principally due to two factors. First of all, 

scholars came to realize that the supposed parallels were spurious. That is to say, they 

were not truly parallel to belief in the resurrection. The ancient world was a virtual 

cornucopia of gods and heroes. Comparative studies in religion and literature require 

tremendous sensitivity to the similarities and differences in these beliefs or otherwise 

distortion and confusion will inevitably result. Unfortunately, those who uncritically 

adduced parallels to belief in Jesus’ resurrection failed to exercise that sort of sensitivity. 

Many of the alleged parallels are actually not about resurrection at all. For example, some 

of them are really apotheosis stories; that is to say, they are stories about the assumption 

of the person into heaven, his divinization, how he becomes a god. For example, the 

stories of Hercules and Romulus would be instances of that. Others would be 
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disappearance stories where the hero vanishes and is assumed into some higher sphere. 

Examples of this would be Apollonius of Tyana and Empedocles. Still other stories were 

simply seasonal symbols of the crop cycle as the vegetation dies during the dry season 

and then it comes back to life in the rainy season. Examples of these seasonal symbols 

would be myths about Osiris, Tammuz, and Adonis. Finally, still others are political 

expressions of emperor worship. For example, the cult of Julius Caesar or Caesar 

Augustus, who were regarded as gods. None of these is parallel to the Jewish idea of 

resurrection of the dead. David Aune, who is an expert in comparative ancient literature, 

has said, “No parallel to them [resurrection traditions] is found in Greco-Roman 

biography.”353 Indeed, most scholars have actually come to doubt whether there really 

were any myths of dying and rising gods in the ancient world.354 For example, in the 

Osiris myth, which is one of the most important of the seasonal symbols, Osiris doesn’t 

really come back to life at all. He just continues to exist in the nether realm of the dead 

where he reigns. In a recent review of the evidence, the Scandinavian scholar T. N. D. 

Mettinger reports: 

From the 1930s . . . a consensus has developed to the effect that the ‘dying and 

rising gods’ died but did not return or rise to live again. . . . Those who still think 

differently are looked upon as residual members of an almost extinct species.355 

Mettinger himself defends the minority view that myths of dying and rising gods did exist 

in three cases that he mentions – Dumuzi, Baal, and Melqart. He thinks these are myths 

of dying and rising gods. But he recognizes that such seasonal symbols are quite unlike 

the Christian belief in Jesus' resurrection. This is what he says: 

The dying and rising gods were closely related to the seasonal cycle. Their death 

and return were seen as reflected in the changes of plant life. The death and 

resurrection of Jesus is a one-time event, not repeated, and unrelated to seasonal 

changes. . . . There is, as far as I am aware, no prima facie evidence that the death 

and resurrection of Jesus is a mythological construct, drawing on the myths and 

rites of the dying and rising gods of the surrounding world. While studied with 

profit against the background of Jewish resurrection belief, the faith in the death 

and resurrection of Jesus retains its unique character in the history of religions. 

The riddle remains.356 
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Notice Mettinger's comment that belief in Jesus' resurrection may be profitably studied 

against the background of Jewish resurrection beliefs (not against the background of 

pagan mythology). In this remark we see one of the major shifts in New Testament 

scholarship that has occurred over the last century. This shift has been described as the 

Jewish reclamation of Jesus. Scholars came to realize that pagan mythology is simply the 

wrong interpretive context for understanding Jesus of Nazareth. Craig Evans, a fine 

historical Jesus scholar, has called this shift the “Eclipse of Mythology” in Life of Jesus 

research.357 Jesus and his disciples were first-century Judean Jews, and it is against that 

background that they must be understood. The spuriousness of these alleged parallels is 

just one indication that pagan mythology is the wrong interpretive context for 

understanding the disciples' belief in Jesus' resurrection. That is the first reason this 

movement collapsed at the dawn of the 20th century. The parallels turned out to be 

spurious. 

Second, there is no causal connection between the pagan myths and the origin of the 

disciples' belief in Jesus' resurrection. Jews were familiar with these seasonal deities. You 

actually find them mentioned in Ezekiel 8:14 where it refers to the beliefs of Tammuz, 

and they found them abhorrent and blasphemous.358 Therefore, as the German scholar 

Gerhard Kittel notes, there is no trace of myths of dying and rising gods anywhere 

Palestine during the first century.359 I think that the German scholar Hans Grass certainly 

does not exaggerate when Grass says that it would be “completely unthinkable” that the 

original disciples would have sincerely come to believe that Jesus was risen from the 

dead because they had heard about pagan myths of dying and rising seasonal deities.360 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: The “no causal” connection – can you explain that? 

Dr. Craig: What I mean is there is no indication that these pagan myths had any influence 

upon the first disciples. As I said from Kittel, these cults or worship of these kinds of 

deities apparently didn't even exist in first-century Palestine so there was no influence 

even if these myths did exist, which apparently they didn't. 

Student: You mentioned N. T. Wright before but not here. He set out to do a rather 

exhaustive listing of all of these ancient myths and pagan gods in his book on the 

resurrection. Is that relevant here?  
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Dr. Craig: Yes, it is. As I explained when I began to talk about this third leg of the stool, 

namely the very origin of the disciples' belief in the resurrection, N. T. Wright's book, 

The Resurrection of the Son of God, is the fullest, most thorough development of that 

argument. Wright argues that the very origin of the disciples' belief cannot be explained 

through pagan influences or through Jewish influences and therefore requires the 

historicity of the empty tomb and the postmortem appearances. His book, if you are 

interested, is a treasure trove of citations of the relevant literature. He doesn't just give the 

footnotes to it, he actually gives the citations. So it is like a library of ancient sources 

concerning the resurrection in pagan and Jewish thought and so is very, very helpful for 

anyone who wants to look at the original sources and see what they say. I'll say 

something more about Wright in a moment.  

Student: Something that I am kind of interested in is how you said that the idea of this 

comparative religions with these pagan gods sort of ended around the beginning of the 

early 20th century. There is still a huge influence of people like Frazier and Joseph 

Campbell and all those people in anthropology and comparative religious studies and all 

that kind of stuff. If that ended in the early 20th century why is there still this continued 

influence of these kind of concepts in a lot of other scholarly fields? 

Dr. Craig: I can't speak to that in these other fields like anthropology or sociology. I 

know simply in New Testament studies or historical Jesus studies there has occurred this 

eclipse of mythology which says that they are not relevant particularly to the resurrection 

with respect to these dying and rising gods. So I can't answer the question with respect to 

the fields that you mentioned. 

Student: It is too bad that they didn't notice that the scholarship had already squashed 

those ideas. I just see this come up all the time in people that study these other fields. 

Dr. Craig: Is that right? I am aware that this is widespread on the Internet, but I tended to 

just dismiss that as being due to ignorance of contemporary historical Jesus scholarship. 

But it would be interesting to know what you just said, that perhaps in some other fields 

like anthropology that perhaps some of these errors persist. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let's look at Jewish influences. The real question, then, among contemporary scholars is 

whether the disciples' belief in Jesus' resurrection could have been the product of Jewish 

influences on them. Again, the answer would seem to be negative. To understand this, we 

need to understand more fully what the Jewish conception of resurrection was.361 The 

belief in the resurrection of the dead is explicitly mentioned three times in the Old 

Testament: Isaiah 26:19, Ezekiel 37, and Daniel 12:2. Those are the three places belief in 
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the resurrection of the dead is mentioned in the Old Testament. During the 

intertestamental period, the belief in the resurrection of the dead became a widespread 

hope. In Jesus' day this belief was held to by the party of the Pharisees, although it was 

denied by the party of the Sadducees. So there was not unanimity on this belief, but it 

was a common Jewish belief. The belief in the resurrection of the dead was in itself 

nothing new but was an accepted Jewish belief. 

But the Jewish conception of resurrection from the dead differed in at least two 

fundamental respects from the resurrection of Jesus. First, in Jewish thought the 

resurrection of the dead always occurs after the end of the world. Joachim Jeremias, a 

very prominent German New Testament scholar, has written the following: 

Ancient Judaism did not know of an anticipated resurrection as an event of 

history. Nowhere does one find in the literature anything comparable to the 

resurrection of Jesus. Certainly resurrections of the dead were known, but these 

always concerned resuscitations, the return to the earthly life. In no place in the 

late Judaic literature does it concern a resurrection to doxa (glory) as an event of 

history.362 

For a Jew the resurrection always occurred after the end of human history. He had no 

conception of a resurrection that would take place within history. It is interesting that we 

find this typical Jewish attitude in the Gospels themselves. For example, John 11:23-24. 

Here Jesus is about to raise Lazarus from the dead and he tells his sister Martha, “Your 

brother shall rise again.” And what does Martha say? “Martha said to him, 'I know that he 

will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.'” She had no inkling of a resurrection 

within history; she thought that Jesus was talking about the resurrection at the end of the 

world. I think it is for this same reason that the disciples had so much difficulty 

understanding Jesus' predictions of his own resurrection. They thought he was talking 

about the resurrection at the end of the world. Look, for example, at Mark 9:9-11: 

As they were coming down from the mountain, He gave them orders not to relate 

to anyone what they had seen, until the Son of Man rose from the dead. They 

seized upon that statement, discussing with one another what rising from the dead 

meant. They asked Him, saying, “Why is it that the scribes say that Elijah must 

come first?” 

Here Jesus predicts his resurrection. What did the disciples ask? “Why do the scribes say 

that Elijah must come first?” In first-century Judaism it was widely believed that the 

prophet Elijah would come again before the great and terrible Day of the Lord, the day of 

judgment when the dead would be raised and judged. The disciples could not understand 
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the idea of a resurrection occurring within human history prior to the end of the world. So 

Jesus' predictions only confused them. Given the Jewish conception of the resurrection of 

the dead, after Jesus' crucifixion the disciples would not have come to believe that he was 

already risen from the dead. Rather, they would have looked forward to the resurrection 

at the end of history and probably, in keeping with Jewish custom, preserved his tomb as 

a shrine where his bones could rest until the resurrection at the final day.363 

The second point: in Jewish thought, the resurrection of the dead was always the 

resurrection of all the people, or of all the righteous dead. They had no conception of the 

resurrection of an isolated individual apart from the people. Again, the German scholar 

Ulrich Wilckens, makes this point. Wilckens says, 

For nowhere do the Jewish texts speak of the resurrection of an individual which 

already occurs before the resurrection of the righteous in the end time and is 

differentiated and separate from it; nowhere does the participation of the righteous 

in the salvation at the end time depend on their belonging to the Messiah, who 

was raised in advance as “First of those raised by God” (1 Cor. 15:20).364 

Wilcken's observation that no connection existed between an individual believer's 

resurrection and the prior resurrection of the Messiah is an understatement. There existed 

no belief in the Messiah's resurrection at all. That is why we find no examples of other 

messianic movements at that time comparable to Christianity's belief in Jesus' 

resurrection. This is a point that N. T. Wright has been insistent upon. Wright says, 

. . . all the followers of these first century Messianic movements were fanatically 

committed to the cause. . . . But in no case, right across the century before Jesus 

and the century after him, do we hear of any Jewish group saying that their 

executed leader had been raised from the dead and he really was the Messiah after 

all.365 

Wright invites us to suppose that the disciples were convinced on other grounds that 

Jesus was the Messiah. Say he had made claims to this effect and so they were convinced 

he was the Messiah. Wright says, 

This would not have led the early disciples to say that he had been raised from the 

dead. A change in the meaning of “Messiah”, yes (since nobody in the first 

century supposed that the Messiah would die at the hands of the pagans); but not 

an assertion of his resurrection. No second-Temple Jewish texts speak of the 

Messiah being raised from the dead. Nobody would have thought of saying, “I 
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believe that so-and-so really was the Messiah; therefore he must have been raised 

from the dead.”366 

The disciples had no idea of the resurrection of an isolated individual apart from the 

people, especially the resurrection of the Messiah. So following Jesus' crucifixion, again, 

all they could have done was to wait with longing for the general resurrection of the dead 

in order to be reunited with their master again in glory. 

For these two reasons, we cannot explain plausibly the origin of the disciples' belief in 

Jesus' resurrection as a result of Jewish influences. Left to themselves, the disciples 

would not have come to believe that Jesus was risen from the dead. 

C. F. D. Moule, who is a late New Testament scholar from the University of Cambridge, 

makes the point forcefully. Moule writes: 

If the coming into existence of the Nazarenes, a phenomenon undeniably attested 

by the New Testament, rips a great hole in history, a hole of the size and shape of 

the Resurrection, what does the secular historian propose to stop it up with? . . . 

The birth and rapid rise of the Christian Church . . . remain an unsolved enigma 

for any historian who refuses to take seriously the only explanation offered by the 

church itself.367 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: The Mark passage, Jesus did affirm the resurrection and not at the end day. It 

has already happened that Elijah actually has already come.368 I guess John the Baptist 

is . . . 

Dr. Craig: Right, Jesus seems to think that John the Baptist plays the role of Elijah, and 

so he does precede the resurrection. But you can imagine how confusing that would be to 

these first-century Jewish disciples.  

Student: So the disciples would not have suspected that one person would be resurrected 

before the general resurrection, but would they have been that shocked for Jesus to have 

been resuscitated like Lazarus? 

Dr. Craig: That is a really good point. No, I don't think belief in his resuscitation would 

have been contrary to Jewish beliefs. In fact, Jeremias makes that point. Resuscitations 

were known – the return to the earthly life. Jesus himself is said to have revived people. I 
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prefer the word “revivification” to “resuscitation,” because when I think of a 

resuscitation, I think the person is not really dead. He has just been brought back again to 

consciousness. But a revivification – made alive again, a return to the earthly life – would 

be within Jewish expectations or permissible. But that makes it all the more striking that 

that is not what the early Christian movement affirmed about Jesus. They affirmed his 

resurrection to glory such as Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 15, not his mere 

resuscitation like Lazarus.  

Student: When the apostles came to believe in the resurrection and they quote Old 

Testament psalms and typology and such, would you just say that was obscure and they 

didn't see it beforehand? How would you explain that? 

Dr. Craig: That is exactly right. It used to be thought that one of the things that fueled 

their belief in the resurrection was these Old Testament passages which prompted them to 

believe Jesus was risen from the dead. That suggestion tended to be made more 

implausible by the demonstration that in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 you have a formula that 

goes back to within the first five years after the crucifixion that shows the resurrection to 

be so early, so primitive, a belief that there doesn't seem to have been that sort of time for 

that kind of theological reflection to take place. But even more importantly than that, as a 

point I made in a response the other day with regard to Isaiah 53, namely these passages 

in the Old Testament are so obscure that you would never read them as resurrection from 

the dead unless you were looking at them through Christian lenses and reading the 

resurrection back into them. A great example is Psalm 16:10 where David says, You will 

not allow your holy one to see corruption. In his sermon in the book of Acts Peter says 

this is a prediction of the resurrection – that his body would not see corruption but would 

be risen from the dead. But in the original context what David is talking about is he won't 

allow his righteous one to die, that God is going to protect the king and he won't allow 

him to experience death, which is quite different. These passages, I think, can be read 

through Christian lenses after you've come to believe that Jesus is risen from the dead, 

but they aren't clear enough to have prompted the belief in the resurrection of the dead 

especially given these two hallmarks of Jewish resurrection beliefs that would preclude it. 

Good question. 

Student: If they were waiting for the end time for the resurrection then, to the earlier 

point, you would see this in John the Baptist because he said the kingdom is at hand and 

you are being baptized for something new. You are accepting a new understanding of the 

Old Testament and the laws and so forth. 

Dr. Craig: This raises the whole question of the delay of Christ's return and the 

establishment of the kingdom. In Acts chapter 1 the disciples are still hoping for the 

establishment of the kingdom in their lifetime. They said, Lord will you at this time 



restore the kingdom? And Jesus says, You don't know the times and the seasons when this 

is going to happen. So it may have been that some of them at least anticipated that this 

would happen within their lifetimes.369 But, remember, the end of the world had to come 

about first and then the dead would be raised. So you can just imagine putting yourself 

back into the shoes of these first-century Jewish believers how confusing this all would 

have been because of the changes it involved in Jewish eschatological expectations. 

END DISCUSSION 

Up to this point, what I have assumed is that the disciples were just sort of left on their 

own following the crucifixion. I've argued that neither is a result of Christian, pagan, or 

Jewish influences would they have come to sincerely believe God had raised Jesus from 

the dead. But suppose they weren't just left on their own? Suppose somehow they 

discovered that the tomb was empty. We don't know how. We will just say somehow the 

tomb was empty. And that that caused them to hallucinate visions of Jesus. Would that 

have led them then to proclaim God has raised him from the dead? That will be the 

question we will take up next time when we meet again.370 
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Lecture 44: Hallucination Hypothesis 

We have been thinking about the explanation offered by the myth and legend hypothesis 

of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances of Jesus, and the origin of the Christian 

faith. We saw last time that this explanation fails to offer a plausible account of the origin 

of the disciples’ belief that God had raised Jesus from the dead. 

I wanted to push the discussion a notch further, however. Suppose that the disciples were 

not simply left to themselves after the crucifixion of Jesus so that the belief in the 

resurrection would not have any sort of impetus from either Christian, pagan, or Jewish 

sources to originate. Suppose instead that someone else stole the body of Jesus out of the 

tomb and that the disciples upon finding the tomb empty were so shocked that this caused 

them to hallucinate visions of Jesus. Would that have led them to proclaim that God had 

raised him from the dead? 

You might object at this point that those hypotheses like the theft of the body or 

hallucinatory visions have all sorts of other problems that would disqualify them. I admit 

the point but we are being generous here to the skeptic, and we are supposing just for the 

sake of argument that that is what happened. Would the disciples have then concluded 

that God had raised Jesus from the dead? 

Again, the answer would seem to be “no.” You see, hallucinations as projections of the 

mind cannot contain anything that is not already in the mind. Therefore, given current 

Jewish beliefs about the afterlife, the disciples (if they were to project hallucinations of 

Jesus) would have had visions of Jesus in heaven – in paradise – where Jews believed the 

souls of the righteous dead went until the resurrection at the end of the world. These sorts 

of visions would not have caused belief in Jesus’ resurrection. At the very most, it would 

only have led the disciples to believe that Jesus had been assumed into heaven or 

translated into heaven whence he appeared to them. 

In the Old Testament certain figures like Enoch and Elijah were portrayed as not having 

died but rather as being translated directly into heaven out of this earthly life. You might 

say they didn’t die whereas in Jesus’ case he did die by crucifixion and so couldn’t have 

been assumed into heaven. But, in fact, assumption into heaven could apply to a person 

who has died as well. In a non-canonical Jewish book called The Testament of Job 

chapter 40 the story is told of the translation of two children who were killed in the 

collapse of a house. The children are killed when the house collapses on them. But when 

the rescuers finally clear away the rubble their bodies are not to be found. The bodies of 

the children are missing. Meanwhile, the children’s mother sees a vision of the children 

glorified in heaven where they have been translated by God. God assumed them out of 

this world into heaven. It needs to be emphasized that for a Jew an assumption into 

heaven is not the same thing as a resurrection. Translation is the bodily assumption of 



someone out of this world and into heaven. Resurrection, by contrast, is the raising up of 

the dead man in the space-time universe. They are just different categories in Jewish 

thinking.371 So given typical Jewish beliefs concerning translation and resurrection, the 

disciples (had they projected heavenly visions of Jesus) would not have preached that 

God had raised Jesus from the dead. At the very most the empty tomb and hallucinations 

of Jesus would have caused them to believe that Jesus had been assumed into glory by 

God because that was consistent with Jewish belief. It would have fit in with the Jewish 

frame of thought. But they would not have come to think that God had raised Jesus from 

the dead because this contradicted Jewish belief in at least two fundamental respects as 

we saw last week. The resurrection always occurred, you will recall, after the end of the 

world, and it was never of an isolated individual apart from the general resurrection of the 

people. 

So the origin of Christianity owes itself to the belief in the earliest disciples that God had 

raised Jesus from the dead. That belief cannot be plausibly accounted for in terms of 

either Christian influences, pagan influences, for Jewish influences on the disciples. Even 

if we grant for the sake of argument the implausible hypotheses that the body was stolen 

and the disciples had hallucinations of Jesus, the origin of the belief in Jesus’ resurrection 

still cannot be plausibly explained. Such events would have led the disciples, at most, to 

say that Jesus had been translated into heaven where they saw him but not resurrected 

from the dead. So the origin of the Christian faith remains inexplicable on this myth and 

legend hypothesis. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I wondered if you have seen the popular Netflix show recently A.D. Kingdom 

and Empire which depicts the post-Resurrection events. Watching it I thought it was 

interesting that two things that I find somewhat questionable. They show Jesus ascending 

into heaven with his disciples as sort of an isolated event as opposed to having a crowd of 

five hundred people. Then the Pentecost event itself is kind of more something that 

happens amongst the disciples. I was wondering if you had seen that. 

Dr. Craig: I haven’t seen it. I shouldn’t be asked about things in popular culture because I 

am so out of touch with some of these things. No, I haven’t seen it. With respect to the 

ascension, it is portrayed in the book of Acts as a mass event. We don’t know how many 

were present there but there were one hundred twenty in the upper room in Jerusalem. 

Jesus was meeting with all of these apostles, not just to twelve, prior to his ascension. So 

it would have been, as you say, a collective event. Pentecost also is portrayed in the book 
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of Acts as having visual accompaniments like the tongues of fire that rested on the 

disciples. It was more than a mere psychological event. 

Student: I don’t want to discourage that series too much because I think that it was 

produced by Christians and, of course, it is an impossible task to actually portray 

everything. I would say it is an encouraging series and I encourage people to check it out. 

But there were some things that I was thinking, “Oh.” 

Dr. Craig:  I think you are right not to be too hard or to be overly critical of these efforts. 

But nevertheless I am very encouraged that you are listening and watching critically 

based on what you’ve learned because very often you will see these sorts of mistakes by 

these writers who may not have a real firm handle on these events. 

Student: I was wondering about what the Jews at the time would have thought about the 

raising of Lazarus, if that could have affected their idea of whether it is possible for 

raising of the dead. 

Dr. Craig: Certainly the idea of what I call revivifications, that is to say the return to the 

earthly life of a dead person, was known in Judaism. There are examples of it in the Old 

Testament where these kind of miracles happen. And Jesus performed miracles, or at 

least is reputed to have performed miracles of this sort, not only of Lazarus but also of the 

widow of Nain’s son, for example.372 That would certainly be something that Jewish 

beliefs could accommodate – that someone would be miraculously brought back to life, 

to the mortal life. Lazarus and these other persons would eventually die again. What is 

extraordinary would be the belief that the resurrection in the proper sense of the term has 

occurred within history prior to the end of the world and the general resurrection where 

we are talking about a resurrection to glory such as Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 15. 

Student: Just to clarify for me, what you are saying is Christ died, was put in the grave 

with the Shroud of Turin over it, descended into hell, preached the Gospel, proclaimed 

victory, then was translated, was put to a glorified body under the Shroud of Turin to do 

the imprint, folded the linen clothes (the shroud), the tomb was opened, he walks out, and 

then he doesn’t go to heaven but he appears among the disciples within walls. He doesn’t 

go to the Father. Maybe he goes to the Father before he appears to the group because he 

told her not to touch him. Maybe that was “don't cling to me.” Do you think when he got 

the glorified body at the resurrection and made the imprint on the Shroud of Turin that he 

had not ascended to the Father but then did later and then came back later in the midst 

with the disciples? Then finally he does a final ascension where he remains now. 

Dr. Craig: If I understand you correctly, yes, that is what I would affirm if you believe in 

the authenticity of the Shroud. Jesus rises physically and bodily from the tomb in a 
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glorified body, a transformed body that Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 15 as powerful, 

glorious, immortal, and spiritual (or supernatural). That is the kind of body that Jesus 

rises from the dead with. But then his assumption into heaven doesn’t take place, as you 

say, until later on in Acts 1. 

Student: Are there any public records of the Lazarus account or the widow’s son being 

resurrected? Anything from that time? 

Dr. Craig: You mean other than the New Testament? No. 

Student: I missed the past two weeks so you might have already brought this up. What 

about the point that N. T. Wright makes that part of what makes the resurrection account 

so unique and radical is that in the first century and prior there were other messianic 

movements where the leader dies, he was killed off, and the followers of that leader 

didn’t concoct these stories about he was resurrected or raised to new life. They just 

disbanded and they found a new leader. 

Dr. Craig: Your introductory comment was correct. I did talk about that last week, and 

even quoted N. T. Wright to that effect. He has some very good things to say about this. 

Remember the quotation where he says right across the century before Jesus and the 

century after Jesus we find no messianic movement claiming that their crucified Messiah 

was, in fact, Messiah after all. There is just no connection between being risen from the 

dead and being Messiah. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let’s go on then to the hallucination hypothesis which is the next one on our list. You 

will remember I said that for Strauss the postmortem appearances of Jesus were 

hallucinatory experiences on the part of the disciples. The most prominent proponent of 

the hallucination hypothesis today is the German New Testament critic Gerd Lüdemann. 

How does this hypothesis fare when we assess it by McCullagh’s six criteria? 

First, explanatory scope. The hallucination hypothesis obviously suffers from narrow 

explanatory scope. It attempts to give an explanation of the postmortem appearances. But 

it says nothing to explain the empty tomb. Therefore, proponents of the hallucination 

hypothesis must either deny the fact of the empty tomb, including the burial of Jesus in 

the tomb, or else they have to conjoin some independent hypothesis to the hallucination 

hypothesis to account for the empty tomb which makes their theory less simple.373 It has 

narrow explanatory scope. 

Again, the hallucination hypothesis says nothing to explain the origin of the disciples’ 

belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. As we’ve just seen, in a Jewish context other 
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more appropriate interpretations of the disciples’ experiences than resurrection was at 

hand. James D. G. Dunn, who is a very prominent New Testament scholar and historical 

Jesus scholar, has said, 

Why did they conclude that it was Jesus risen from the dead?—Why not simply a 

vision of the dead man?—Why not visions ‘fleshed out’ with the apparatus of 

apocalyptic expectation, coming on the clouds of glory and the like . . .? Why 

draw the astonishing conclusion that the eschatological resurrection [that is, the 

end-time resurrection] had already taken place in the case of a single individual 

separate from and prior to the general resurrection?374 

As Dunn’s last question indicates, the inference he has been raised from the dead (which 

sounds so natural to our Christian ears) would have been wholly unnatural to a first-

century Jew. In Jewish thinking there was already a category which was perfectly suitable 

to describe the disciples’ supposed experience, namely Jesus had been assumed into 

heaven. But that isn’t what they proclaim. They proclaimed instead his resurrection from 

the dead. 

I think the best attempt to account for the disciples’ hallucinatory experiences has been 

examined by Dale Allison, a prominent historical Jesus researcher. Allison compares the 

resurrection appearance stories with very fascinating stories of visions of a deceased 

loved one which the bereaved sometimes experience. A husband may see a vision of his 

wife in the kitchen after her funeral. Or the mother may see a vision of her daughter who 

has died walking into the apartment. These visions of the deceased can be extremely real, 

very palpable and physical in their appearance. Allison speculates could it be in the case 

of the disciples that they experienced these sort of bereavement visions and so 

proclaimed Jesus is risen from the dead? 

As fascinating as these stories are, however, I think that the overriding lesson of these 

bereavement experiences is that the bereaved do not (as a result of such experiences) 

come to believe that the deceased person has physically returned to life. Rather the 

deceased person is seen in the afterlife. N. T. Wright observes that for somebody in the 

ancient world visions of the deceased would not be evidence that he is alive; it would be 

evidence that he is dead! I think that that is very well said. Allison himself admits in the 

end, and I quote, 

If there was no reason to believe that his solid body had returned to life, no one 

would have thought him, against expectation, resurrected from the dead. Certainly 
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visions of or perceived encounters with a postmortem Jesus would not by 

themselves, have supplied such reason.375 

So even given such visionary experiences belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead 

remains unexplained. 

What about the explanatory power of the [hallucination] hypothesis? It doesn’t explain 

the empty tomb or the origin of the disciples’ belief in the resurrection, but what about 

the postmortem appearances itself?376 I think arguably the hallucination hypothesis has 

weak explanatory power even when it comes to the postmortem appearances. Let’s 

suppose, for the sake of argument, that Peter was one of those individuals who 

experiences a vision of a deceased loved one. Would this suffice to explain the 

resurrection appearance narratives in the Gospels? Not really. For the diversity of the 

resurrection appearances bursts the bounds of anything that is found in the psychological 

case books. Think about it. Jesus appeared not just one time but many times. Not at just 

one locale and circumstance but in a variety of places and under different circumstances. 

Not just to one individual like Peter but to different persons. Not just to individuals but to 

various groups of people. And not just to believers but to unbelievers like James and even 

enemies like Saul of Tarsus. Postulating a chain reaction among the disciples won’t solve 

the problem because people like James and Saul don’t stand in the chain. Those who 

would explain the postmortem appearances via psychological hallucinations are 

compelled to construct a composite picture by cobbling together different psychological 

cases of hallucinations. And that only goes to underline the fact that there is nothing like 

the resurrection appearances in the psychological case books. 

The fourth criterion was the hypothesis needs to be more plausible than rival hypotheses. 

Lüdemann attempts to make the hallucination hypothesis plausible by a psychoanalysis 

of Peter and Paul. According to Lüdemann, both Peter and Paul labored under guilt 

complexes – Peter because he had denied Jesus three times and Paul because as a 

Pharisee and Jew he couldn’t live up to the demands of the Jewish law. So both of them, 

in order to deal with these guilt complexes under which they suffered, sought release in 

having hallucinations of Jesus. But is Lüdemann’s psychoanalysis really plausible? I 

think there is good reason to doubt. First of all, Lüdemann’s use of depth psychology is 

based upon certain theories of Jung and Freud which are highly disputed. Any account 

that is based on so controversial a foundation as the theories of Freud and Jung I think is 

bound to be implausible. Second, there is insufficient data to conduct a psychoanalysis of 

either Peter or Saul. Psychoanalysis is difficult enough to carry out with a patient on the 

psychoanalyst’s couch, so to speak, but it is next to impossible with historical figures 
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who cannot be personally interrogated. It is for that reason that the genre of 

psychobiography is rejected by historians today. 

Finally, number three, what evidence we do have suggests that Paul (or Saul, the 

Pharisee) did not, in fact, struggle with a guilt complex under the Jewish law as 

Lüdemann supposes. Fifty years ago, the Swedish scholar Krister Stendahl pointed out 

that Western readers have tended to read Paul through the lenses of Martin Luther’s 

struggle with guilt and sin and to project this onto Paul. But Paul, or Saul, the Pharisee, 

experienced no such a struggle. Stendahl writes, and I quote377, 

Constrast Paul, a very happy and successful Jew, one who can say “As to 

righteousness under the Law [I was] blameless” (Phil. 3.6). That is what he says. 

He experiences no troubles, no problems, no qualms of conscience. He is a star 

pupil, the student to get the thousand dollar graduate scholarship in Gamaliel’s 

Seminary. . . . Nowhere in Paul’s writings is there any indication . . . that 

psychologically Paul had some problem of conscience.378 

In order to justify his portrait of the guiltridden Saul, Lüdemann is forced to interpret 

Romans 7 in terms of Paul’s pre-Christian experience. Remember in Roman 7 Paul 

exclaims, Oh, wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of sin? 

Lüdemann has to interpret this autobiographically as Paul’s pre-Christian experience. But 

as Hans Kessler, who is a German New Testament scholar, observes, this interpretation 

of Romans 7 has been rejected by “almost all expositors” since the late 1920’s379. So 

Lüdemann’s psychoanalysis is positively implausible. 

But that is not all. There is a second respect in which the hallucination hypothesis is 

implausible, namely in its construal of the resurrection appearances as visionary 

experiences. Lüdemann recognizes that his hallucination hypothesis depends upon the 

presupposition that the postmortem appearances to the disciples were just like the 

appearance to Saul on the road to Damascus, namely a visionary experience. He says, and 

I quote, “Anyone who does not share [this] presupposition will not be able to make any 

sense” out of what he has to say. But this presupposition is groundless. You see, many of 

Paul’s opponents in Corinth denied that he was a true apostle. So Paul is very anxious to 

include himself along with the other apostles as a witness to a resurrection appearance of 

Jesus. So as John Dominic Crossan explains: 

Paul needs in I Cor 15 to equate his own experience with that of the preceding 

apostles. To equate, that is, its validity and legitimacy, but not necessarily its 
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mode or manner. . . . Paul’s own entranced revelation should not be presumed to 

be the model for all others.380 

Paul, in including himself in the list of witnesses, is trying to bring his experience up to 

the objectivity and the reality of the disciples’ experience. He is not trying to drag their 

experiences down to the level of a merely visionary appearance. 

Thus the hallucination hypothesis is implausible because of its tendency to try to reduce 

all of the postmortem appearances to mere visions. 

So both with respect to its psychoanalysis of Peter and Paul as well as its reduction of the 

appearances to merely visionary experiences, the hallucination hypothesis, I think, suffers 

from implausibility. 

The next criterion to be assessed or weighed is that the hypothesis must be less ad hoc 

than other hypotheses. I think that Lüdemann’s version of the hallucination hypothesis is 

ad hoc in a number of ways. For example, he just assumes that the disciples fled back to 

Galilee immediately after Jesus’ arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane. He wants to get rid 

of the disciples’ presence in Jerusalem so that they don’t go and check out the empty 

tomb. Instead he has them flee back to Galilee immediately after the arrest. He also 

assumes that the other disciples were prone to hallucinations so that there would be a 

chain reaction among them.381 And he assumes, without any evidence, that Paul had a 

struggle with the Jewish law and a secret subconscious attraction to Christianity, for 

which there is no evidence. 

Next, the hypothesis should be disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs than rival 

hypotheses. Again, some of the accepted beliefs of New Testament scholars tend to 

disconfirm the hallucination hypothesis, at least as Lüdemann defends it. For example, it 

is widely believed that Jesus received a proper burial from Joseph of Arimathea, which 

Lüdemann has to deny. It is widely believed that Jesus’ tomb was discovered empty by a 

group of his women followers on the first day of the week, which Lüdemann has to deny. 

It is widely accepted that psychoanalysis of historical figures is not feasible. It is widely 

accepted that Paul was basically content with his life under the Jewish law as a Pharisee. 

And, again, it is widely accepted that the New Testament makes a conceptual distinction 

between a vision of Jesus and a resurrection appearance of Jesus. So Lüdemann’s 

hypothesis, being inconsistent with all of these, tends to be disconfirmed by accepted 

beliefs among New Testament Scholars. 

Finally, does the hypothesis significantly exceed its rivals in fulfilling those first five 

conditions? I think we have to say that insofar as the hallucination hypothesis remains a 
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live option today, it does exceed most of its previous rivals which are now defunct and no 

longer defended. And so in that sense it has outstripped its rivals in terms of meeting 

these criteria. But the question which remains is whether it outstrips the resurrection 

hypothesis in meeting those criteria, and that is the question to which we will turn next 

week.382 
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Lecture 45: The Resurrection Hypothesis 

We now come at long last to the resurrection hypothesis. Does the resurrection 

hypothesis do any better than its rivals in explaining the evidence of the empty tomb, the 

postmortem appearances of Jesus, and the origin of the disciples’ belief in his 

resurrection? In order to answer that question let’s run the resurrection hypothesis 

through those six criteria that McCullagh suggests for assessing historical hypotheses. 

First, you will remember, the best explanation or hypothesis must have greater 

explanatory scope then its rivals. The resurrection hypothesis certainly has wide 

explanatory scope. It explains the emptiness of the tomb, the appearances of Jesus alive 

after his death, and the origin of the disciples’ belief in the resurrection of Jesus. So it 

exceeds counter-explanations that have a narrower explanatory scope such as the wrong 

tomb hypothesis or the hallucination hypothesis which, you will remember, could only 

explain one or two of those three great facts undergirding the inference to the resurrection 

of Jesus. 

The second criterion is explanatory power. This is probably the greatest strength of the 

resurrection hypothesis. It explains so well the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, 

and the origin of the disciples’ belief. By contrast, hypotheses like the conspiracy 

hypothesis or the apparent death hypothesis just do not account convincingly for the facts 

of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the Christian faith as 

we have seen. On these theories, in contrast to the resurrection hypothesis, the data 

become highly improbable. By contrast, on the resurrection hypothesis it seems 

extremely probable that the observable data with respect to the empty tomb, the 

appearances, and the disciples’ coming to believe in Jesus’ resurrection should be just as 

it is. 

Third, the hypothesis should be more plausible than rival hypotheses. The plausibility of 

the resurrection hypothesis increases exponentially when we consider it in its religio-

historical context of Jesus’ own unparalleled life and ministry, and also in the 

philosophical context of the arguments of natural theology. Within the context of natural 

theology we have seen that we have good arguments to believe that there is a God who 

has created and designed the universe and is perfectly good. Given the context of Jesus’ 

own unparalleled life and radical personal claims to divinity the resurrection hypothesis 

seems very plausible. Once you get rid of the philosophical prejudice against miracles 

and consider the resurrection hypothesis in the religio-historical context of Jesus’ own 

life and ministry then it does not seem at all implausible that God should raise Jesus of 

Nazareth from the dead. At the very least it is as or more plausible than the rival 

hypotheses which oppose it. 



Fourth, the hypothesis should be less ad hoc than rival hypotheses. It is interesting that 

McCullagh himself thinks that the resurrection hypothesis has great explanatory power 

and explanatory scope but he nevertheless thinks that the resurrection hypothesis is ad 

hoc. You will recall that the way he defines being ad hoc is in terms of the number of 

new suppositions that a hypothesis requires which are not already implied by existing 

knowledge.383 An ad hoc hypothesis will require you to make additional assumptions that 

go beyond what existing knowledge implies. 

Defined in this way I think it is difficult to see why the resurrection hypothesis would be 

extraordinarily ad hoc. It seems to require only one new supposition, namely that God 

exists. Surely its rivals require many such additional hypotheses or assumptions. For 

example, the conspiracy hypothesis requires us to believe that the disciples of Jesus really 

had morally defective characters that would cause them to lie and cheat and fabricate the 

resurrection. That is certainly not implied by our existing knowledge. Or again, the 

apparent death hypothesis requires us to assume that the centurion’s lance thrust into 

Jesus’ side was just a superficial poke or some unhistorical detail in the narrative which, 

again, goes beyond existing knowledge. The hallucination hypothesis requires us to 

assume some sort of psychological preparation on the part of the disciples which, again, 

is not implied by our existing knowledge. Such examples could be multiplied. So simply 

in terms of the number of additional assumptions required by the hypothesis it doesn’t 

seem like the resurrection hypothesis is any more ad hoc than its rivals. Furthermore, 

consider this: scientific hypotheses regularly involve the supposition of exotic new 

entities which we have not known about previously such as quarks, strings, black holes, 

gravitons, and so on and so forth. Yet these theories are not characterized as ad hoc 

simply because they postulate the existence of these new theoretical entities. Finally, and 

I think most importantly, for the person who is already a theist, the assumption of God’s 

existence is not an additional assumption. Rather, it is implied by our already existing 

knowledge. That is why I think we should include in our background knowledge the 

arguments of natural theology. When we come to the evidence for the resurrection of 

Jesus we already have in place our arguments for the existence of God so we don’t need 

to assume the existence of God as some additional fact which goes beyond our existing 

knowledge. Rather our existing knowledge includes the fact that God exists on the basis 

of things like the cosmological, teleological, moral, and ontological arguments. So the 

resurrection hypothesis, I think, cannot be said to be ad hoc simply because it includes 

some new suppositions which are introduced. So if the resurrection hypothesis is ad hoc 

it has to be for some other reason than just having additional assumptions. 
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Philosophers of science have found it notoriously difficult to explain what it is exactly 

that makes a hypothesis ad hoc. There just seems to be a kind of ill-defined air of 

artificiality or contrivedness about an ad hoc hypothesis. This is usually sensed even if it 

cannot be explained by those who are seasoned practitioners of the relevant science. 

I think that the sense of discomfort which many feel – and I would include here even 

theists, theists feel this discomfort – about appealing to God as part of an explanatory 

hypothesis is that doing this feels contrived in that way. It just seems too easy when 

confronted with some unexplained phenomenon to throw one’s hands in the air and say, 

“Oh well, God did it!”384 The universal disapproval of the so-called god-of-the-gaps 

(where God is postulated to plug up the gaps in existing scientific knowledge) and the 

impulse toward methodological naturalism in history and science (which would prohibit 

the historian or scientist from appealing to supernatural explanations) appeals to this 

same sense of the illegitimacy of making such explanatory appeals to God. So the 

question is: is the hypothesis, “God raised Jesus from the dead,” ad hoc in that sense? 

Well, I think not. And here I think it is vital to consider the religio-historical context in 

which the event occurred. A purported miracle without a context is inherently ambiguous. 

A miracle without a context could be just a freak of nature, a scientific anomaly, the 

result of some unknown causes. But in the case of Jesus of Nazareth a supernatural 

explanation of the facts of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of 

the disciples’ belief in his resurrection is not ad hoc, I think, because those events took 

place in the context of and as the climax to Jesus’ own unparalleled life, ministry, and 

personal claims. A supernatural explanation fits readily into such a context. It fits like a 

hand in the glove with the religio-historical context in which it occurs. I think this is 

precisely why the resurrection hypothesis does not seem ad hoc when it is compared to 

miraculous hypotheses of other sorts to explain the evidence. For example, that a 

psychological miracle occurred such that normal men and women suddenly turned into 

conspirators and liars who would be willingly martyred for their subterfuge, or that a 

biological miracle occurred on the cross which prevented Jesus’ dying despite the lance 

thrust through his chest and so forth or his dying of exposure in the tomb. It is these sorts 

of miraculous hypotheses that strike us as artificial and contrived, not the resurrection 

hypothesis which makes perfectly good sense in the context of Jesus’ own ministry and 

radical personal claims whereby he put himself in God’s place. So it seems to me that the 

resurrection hypothesis cannot be characterized as excessively ad hoc. 

Number five, the hypothesis must be disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs than rival 

hypotheses. Honestly, I can’t think of any accepted beliefs that would disconfirm the 

resurrection hypothesis. Unless you think, for example, of the belief that dead men do not 
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rise as disconfirmatory. But the problem is that that statement is ambiguous between 

“dead men do not naturally rise” and “dead men do not supernaturally rise.” It is true that 

all the evidence we have indicates that dead men do not rise naturally from the dead. But 

that doesn’t contradict the resurrection hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead. 

The Christian believes both of those statements wholeheartedly. He believes as firmly 

that dead men do not rise naturally from the dead as he believes that God raised Jesus 

from the dead. So these sorts of beliefs do not, in fact, disconfirm the resurrection 

hypothesis when it is properly stated. 

By contrast with this, rival theories, as we’ve seen, do tend to be disconfirmed by 

accepted beliefs. For example, the instability of conspiracies, the likelihood of death as a 

result of crucifixion, the psychological characteristics of hallucinatory experiences, and 

so on and so forth.385 These sorts of hypotheses do seem to be disconfirmed by accepted 

beliefs but not the resurrection hypothesis. 

Finally, the hypothesis must exceed its rivals in fulfilling those first five conditions so 

that there is little chance that a rival hypothesis will exceed it in meeting those conditions. 

I think there is certainly little chance that any of the rival hypotheses that we surveyed 

will exceed the resurrection hypothesis in meeting McCullagh’s conditions. Indeed the 

stupefaction of contemporary scholarship in the face of the facts of the empty tomb, the 

postmortem appearances, and the origin of the disciples’ faith suggests that no better rival 

is anywhere on the horizon. New Testament scholars who do not affirm or accept the 

resurrection of Jesus are by and large self-confessedly left with no explanation at all. So 

once one gives up the prejudice against miracles I think it is very difficult to deny that the 

resurrection hypothesis is the best explanation of these facts. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: You say resurrection is physical resurrection. There is a gap that I could not 

cross. After the resurrection Jesus ascended and he is the first fruit and we are to follow. 

And he sits at the right hand of the Father. Any interaction Jesus has with the Father is of 

a spiritual nature. How does the physical translate into spiritual, or the physical defy 

gravity? I couldn’t get over that gap. 

Dr. Craig: That is a wonderful question. Thank you for asking. First, let me simply say 

that the right hand of the Father means a position of exaltation and authority. We should 

not think that Jesus is literally seated at the right hand of the Father because God doesn’t 

have a hand. Right? God is omnipresent and has no body. So this is a position to which 

Jesus is elevated. The question is: where is Jesus’ resurrection body today? He clearly 

had a resurrection body in the Gospels and the book of Acts. And then he ascends into 
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heaven. When he comes again he will return bodily and physically. So where is his 

resurrection body today? 

I can think of two possible responses to this. They are both speculative, but that is all we 

need in order to say these are not implausible. The first could suggest that Jesus has a 

physical resurrection body but that it is in a different dimension. Physicists regularly talk 

about physical realities that exist in other spacetimes and do not intersect with our 

spacetime. So it could be that Jesus’ resurrection body exists in some other spacetime 

distinct from our own. I am not persuaded that that explanation is the best because I think 

when we die we are disembodied souls during this intermediate period prior to our 

resurrection from the dead. It would seem very odd for an embodied Jesus to be 

fellowshipping with disembodied souls. Paul also says when we die we go to be with 

Christ – to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord. That would seem a 

little bit odd but not impossible. 

So here is a second suggestion. See what you think of this. Christ has a human nature 

even now in his ascended and glorified state. But that human nature does not manifest 

itself as a physical body except when Jesus is in our four-dimensional spacetime. Here is 

an analogy to try to make that appealing. Imagine a tuning fork that you pluck and you 

hear this produced a hum from the vibrations of the fork. But now imagine that without 

doing anything to the fork – it is still vibrating – you put a vacuum jar over the fork and 

take out all of the air so that there is a vacuum inside.386 Now, though the fork has not 

changed and is still vibrating, there will be no sound at all. Why? Because the fork is not 

in a medium in which the vibrations will be manifested as sound. If you reintroduce air 

into the vacuum jar then all of a sudden the hum will reappear. Why couldn’t Christ’s 

human nature be like that? It manifests itself as a physical spacio-temporal body when 

Christ is present in this spacetime universe. But he has exited our four-dimensional space 

time. He is no longer in it. So there is no body manifested. But when he comes again he 

will reenter our four-dimensional spacetime and – poof – his physical body will appear 

again because his human nature will now manifest itself in that medium. So our 

spacetime is like the air in the vacuum jar. It is the medium in which Christ’s human 

nature is expressed in a corporeal way. I find that to be a plausible answer to the question. 

Student: The only verse that I can think of that relates is John 10. He says, I have a body. 

I can pick it up and lay it down. And beforehand, You’ve got a body prepared for me. So 

where he parks the molecules I don’t know, but at any rate. 
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Dr. Craig: Usually that is thought of in terms of his death and resurrection, but you are 

saying it could be extended further to support the sort of model that I just suggested. 

Yeah, that is interesting. 

Student: Your supposition, your hypothesis that you just gave us, assumes that Christ has 

to follow the natural laws of the universe instead of the other way around. I don’t see it 

that way. I think he can decide, Yeah I want to be seen, or, No, I don’t want to be seen. 

Then the laws of nature are his to determine. 

Dr. Craig:  I certainly would want to affirm that, too, but on that view that would suggest 

that Christ still is here in our universe some place sort of, frankly without wanting to be 

irreverent, like a ghost, this unseen person walking about, because we are talking about a 

corporeal existence now, remember? That seems kind of bizarre to me. It would seem to 

me that the ascension means Jesus has left and he has given the Holy Spirit to stand in for 

him during his absence. Interesting questions! 

Student: You have distinguished between resuscitation or reanimation or something like 

that when it comes to a human body and the resurrection of Christ or the resurrection we 

anticipate for ourselves. My first question is: I think we are committed by the New 

Testament accounts to believe that Jesus’ tomb was empty. So his bones were part of his 

resurrected body somehow. There are many cases where there is no body that exists after 

thousands of years and things like cremation and 9/11 and so forth. Is there a necessary 

connection between the physical body and the resurrected body? Could you have the 

bones of a person, a Christian, that are not involved in their spiritual resurrection? 

Dr. Craig:  Let’s do one at a time so I don’t lose track. The question that you are asking 

is one that the early rabbis discussed because this is a question facing Jews as well as 

Christians. It is important to understand, and I think you intimated this, that the primary 

object of the resurrection in Jewish belief is the bones. It is not the flesh. It is not the 

body. It is the bones. That is why the typical Jewish funerary practices were to bury the 

body or put it in a sarcophagus so that the flesh would rot away, be eaten away, and then 

after a year the bones would be collected and placed into an ossuary or bone box and 

these bone boxes would be stored until the resurrection at the end of history.387 It would 

be the bones that are the principal object of the resurrection. For a vivid picture of this 

look at Ezekiel 37 when the prophet receives this vision of a valley full of these dry 

bones and then they all come together and then God clothes them with sinew and flesh 

and they become living persons. The Jews were aware because of the Jewish martyrs 

such as during the Maccabean revolts that sometimes the bodies and even the bones of 

the dead might be completely destroyed. In that case there wouldn’t be any vestige of the 

original body to raise again. The answer of the rabbis was that in a case like that it would 
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be exceptional and God would create new matter to constitute the body. So the normal 

case would be that the vestiges of the original body, the bones principally, would be the 

object of the resurrection. They would be raised. But in a case in which the corpse was 

completely vaporized and annihilated they recognize that it lay within God’s 

omnipotence to recreate a body anew, and then the soul of the person would be imbued 

into that new body. 

Student: The second part – I have not studied this in detail but – I know there has been a 

debate between Murray Harris and Normal Geisler about the nature of the resurrection. 

As I understand it, Murray Harris – who I think was your colleague at Trinity . . . 

Dr. Craig: Yes, and my Greek teacher as well! 

Student: He is a New Zealander and I think he studied under F. F. Bruce. But anyway, he 

emphasizes discontinuity, as I understand it, between the physical body and the spiritual 

body. Geisler wants to say, no, it has got to be continuity – more continuity than Harris 

describes. Can you comment on that? 

Dr. Craig: That is almost right. But let’s understand it accurately. The radical view that 

both Harris and Geisler want to avoid is the view that the physical body of Jesus lay in 

the tomb and rotted away but that God gave him a new spiritual body – a resurrection 

body – to replace the old body. This is a view that is very congenial to German 

theologians who cannot bear the idea of a nature miracle – of somebody being raised 

from the dead. They will say that the belief in the resurrection of the dead is unconnected 

with the remains of the dead person. The remains of Jesus are irrelevant. What matters is 

that God has created a new spiritual body for him. Harris wants to have a mediating 

position between that and the orthodox view. Harris says, no, no, God did raise the body 

of Jesus that is in the tomb, but in raising him from the dead he transformed it into a 

spiritual body so that now Jesus is basically an immaterial, unextended entity. Remember 

our discussion of Paul’s discussion of the spiritual body in 1 Corinthians 15. I think 

Harris has just fundamentally misunderstood Paul’s doctrine. His view is that there is 

continuity between the earthly body and the resurrection body, but there is this radical 

transformation in it so that it now becomes spiritual rather than physical. So what does 

Harris do with the resurrection appearances? This is where it becomes kind of ad hoc. 

The liberal German theologian has no problem in just saying, Those resurrection 

appearance stories in the Gospels are late developing legends. They have no historical 

value whatsoever. But Harris, being an evangelical teaching at Trinity Evangelical 

Divinity School, has to affirm the historicity of those resurrection narratives in the 

Gospels. What he says is that the disciples couldn’t have understood a spiritual 

resurrection. So Jesus condescended to their level by appearing physically to them so that 

they could understand that he was risen from the dead. But that material state in which 



they saw and experienced him was not really the fundamental, normal state in which 

Jesus existed. It was merely a kind of object lesson for the sake of the disciples to help 

them understand that he was risen.388 It is not wholly unlike the old natural explanation 

school of Heinrich Paulus that we talked about where you affirm the letter of the text 

(“Yes, those things really happened like that”) but then you explain it away through the 

use of these ad hoc conjectures. 

Student: In the New Testament, John introduced Jesus as the Word. We all know the 

Word and it is Jesus. In my mind, I was thinking that Jesus actually resurrected as a 

Word, and that Word gives us flesh as in Ezekiel where God said prophesy to the bones. 

That prophesy brings about the wind and gives the flesh to the bones. We are to follow 

the resurrection in the form of Word where our physical body (whatever happened to it, 

we don’t know) but then what is effective is, like Jesus said, the physical body counts for 

nothing but the spirit gives birth to spirit. That is the best I can . . . 

Dr. Craig: Let’s not misunderstand Jesus there. He was clearly talking about the earthly 

body when he said the body counts for nothing and the spirit gives life. He’s talking there 

about the mortal, fallen, human nature. But obviously the Gospels and Paul affirm the 

value of the resurrection body. Christ is not an unembodied soul. He doesn’t just slough 

off his human body when he dies. It is raised from the dead. This is an affirmation of the 

goodness of the material world and the physical world against every attempt to  

spiritualize it away and diminish the importance of the material and the physical in favor 

of the spiritual. For the Jewish view, materiality and physicality is good. The best 

testimony to that is that Jesus takes our human physicality into eternity and to heaven 

when he rises from the dead and ascends into heaven. So we must not in any way 

depreciate the importance of the physical and the material. As I will explain a little bit 

more next time, when Christ comes again and returns it will be in a physical and bodily 

way. 

END DISCUSSION 

That brings us to the close of our assessment of the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus. 

What I want to do next time is to talk about some of the application of this important 

doctrine to our lives today.389 
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Lecture 46: Practical Application 

Today we want to bring to a close our study of the resurrection of Jesus. We’ve seen that 

the resurrection hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead provides the best 

explanation for the facts of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances of Jesus, and 

the origin of the disciples’ faith in his resurrection. Before we look at some application of 

this truth to our lives, I want to say a couple of words about sharing this material with 

other persons. 

Obviously you can’t be expected to memorize all of the sub-points and the details that 

we’ve been through in this class. But I do think that at least each of you should be able to 

explain to someone the two stages of giving a historical argument for Jesus’ resurrection. 

The first stage is assembling the facts to be explained – what is the evidence. Then the 

second stage is asking what is the best explanation of those facts. When it comes to the 

facts to be explained I think each of us should have memorized that these are the facts of 

the discovery of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances to various individuals and 

groups, and then the very origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection. If you 

know those three facts then that summarizes well the evidence for the resurrection of 

Jesus. 

I want to clarify because there has been some misunderstanding on this head that this is 

not to advocate what has been called a minimal facts approach to the evidence for the 

resurrection. The minimal facts approach to the resurrection is something championed by 

Gary Habermas which holds that we should only appeal to facts which enjoy a near-

consensus – a virtual consensus – among contemporary New Testament scholars. That is 

not the approach that I am taking. Indeed, for that reason Gary does not include the empty 

tomb among the facts to be explained because, although it is held to by the majority of 

scholars, it is not a near consensus. Therefore he leaves the empty tomb out of account, 

whereas I think this is a critical piece of evidence that cries out for explanation. 

The misimpression that I hold to a minimal facts approach arises, I think, because I 

constantly appeal to these three facts, especially in debates, as the basis for inferring that 

the resurrection of Jesus occurred. But what you need to understand is that these three 

points are simply summaries of the evidence. When I finished my work at the University 

of Munich on the resurrection of Jesus I thought, “How could one conveniently 

summarize all of this evidence in a succinct way?” It seemed to me that all of the 

evidence for the resurrection of Jesus could be classified under these three headings – the 

empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection. So these are not intended to be minimal facts. They are just outline 

headings, as it were, for classifying the evidence. As I think about the evidence, it does 

seem to summarize or capture all of the relevant evidence. 



Sometimes people will suggest other facts to be explained. For example, what about the 

fact that the early Christians came to worship on Sunday rather than on Saturday, the 

Jewish Sabbath? Why would these Jewish Christians abandon Sabbath worship which 

had been commanded by God and instead start worshiping on Sunday? The claim is it is 

the resurrection that occurred on Sunday, and that is what caused the change from 

Sabbath worship to Sunday worship. That would be an independent piece of evidence for 

the resurrection. I think that is a powerful point, but what does it really prove? It doesn’t 

prove the resurrection. What it proves is that the earliest Christians were firmly 

convinced that the resurrection had occurred. It was because they believed that God had 

raised Jesus from the dead that they began to worship on Sunday rather than on 

Saturday.390 That fits under the third fact. That would be classified under the fact that the 

origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection – one piece of evidence in support of 

that would be the change from Sabbath worship to Sunday worship. You can see that 

would be nicely captured under that third point. 

Or, again, someone might say what about the conversion of the apostle Paul? Isn’t that 

another piece of evidence for the resurrection? Well, I certainly think that is important 

but I would say that is clearly under the second fact – that various individuals and groups 

experienced postmortem appearances of Jesus. It was the appearance to Saul of Tarsus on 

the Damascus Road that led him to become a Christian. The conversion of Paul certainly 

is important, but it falls under that second heading of the postmortem appearances. 

As I think about the evidence for the resurrection, it seems to me that it can be nicely 

summarized under these three points. That is what these are – just summary points. They 

are not intended to be a minimal facts approach to the resurrection. 

In fact, it wasn’t until my work in Munich was complete and ready to be published that it 

suddenly dawned on me that all of those three points represent the majority view in 

contemporary New Testament scholarship! I had come to them simply because I was 

convinced of them on the basis of the evidence, but then it hit me that this isn’t a peculiar 

opinion of mine or of evangelical or conservative scholars. This is by far the majority 

view of New Testament historians today – that the tomb of Jesus was found empty by a 

group of his women followers, that individuals and groups did experience postmortem 

appearances of Jesus, and that the original disciples came to believe that God had raised 

him from the dead despite having every predisposition to the contrary. So I will often 

appeal in debates where I don’t have time to explain the evidence to saying simply this 

represents the wide majority of contemporary scholarly views on these subjects. But that 

is not why you believe them. You believe them on the basis of the evidence which we 

have gone through in this class in considerable detail. So don’t confuse the approach that 
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we’ve taken here with the minimal facts approach. Rather, what we are talking about here 

is just a summation of the evidence conveniently under these three main facts. These 

facts need to be explained by any adequate historical hypothesis about what happened to 

Jesus after his crucifixion. 

The second step of the explanation will be to argue that the resurrection hypothesis is the 

best explanation. Here, again, whether or not you have the time to memorize the critiques 

of these defunct theories like the conspiracy hypothesis, the apparent death hypothesis, 

the wrong tomb hypothesis is up to you, but basically what you can say here is that when 

compared to its rivals, the resurrection hypothesis does a far better job of explaining the 

empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the disciples’ belief. Just 

keep hammering those three points. That will give you, I think, an effective apologetic 

for sharing with a non-believer why you are a Christian – why you believe in Jesus. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Would you say that the conversion of Paul then is evidence of that second point 

that Jesus did appear to people postmortem and that that in turn in a chain supports the 

resurrection. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, that is right. This would be one of many resurrection appearances, and 

one of the most dramatic because in this case we have eyewitness testimony to this 

appearance in Paul’s own letters. 

Student: That is helpful because I’ve always found evidence for the postmortem 

appearances to be lacking in my own understanding. So that helps me to fit Paul’s 

conversion and his change after his conversion into the right category. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, very good.391 

Student: In regards to a remark you said about the scholarly views now about your three 

summaries, you also mention that Gary Habermas has said that the empty tomb is not as 

universally regarded to be a minimal fact as he would like it to be so he doesn’t include it 

in his main four, I believe. Would you say in the ten years or so since his book was 

released with Mike Licona that the tide has shifted a little more towards the empty tomb 

being more universally accepted? 

Dr. Craig: I asked Gary about that very recently because his estimate earlier was that 

75% of the literature he had surveyed indicated that the empty tomb was accepted by 

75% of scholars who had written on the subject. I said, Have you continued this 

bibliographical study that you are doing? And he said, Yes, I have, and it is up over 

several thousand articles and books now. And he said roughly the percentages remained 
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the same. So somewhere around 75% of the scholars who have written on this adhere to 

the historicity of the empty tomb. 

Student: Is there anything in the majority scholarly opinion that contravenes any of these 

three points that you are aware of? 

Dr. Craig: In the majority? No. That is, I think, why it gives the impression that I am 

advocating this minimal facts approach, but, no, the wide majority holds to these three 

points. The least would be 75% according to Habermas’ estimate for the empty tomb, but 

the other two would be like 98% or 99%. It is just almost virtually universal. 

END DISCUSSION 

What application does the historical resurrection of Jesus have for us today? I am 

convinced that this is far, far more than just a dry fact of history but is a fact which is 

pregnant with significance for our lives. I’d like to mention five such applications. 

1. The resurrection vindicates Christ’s person and work. 

First, it vindicates Christ’s personal claims to divinity whereby he put himself in the very 

place of God. Jesus’ execution was instigated by the Jewish authorities because of his 

blasphemous claims whereby he arrogated to himself prerogatives properly belonging 

only to God. God’s raising him from the dead is dramatic confirmation of the validity of 

those allegedly blasphemous claims. Wolfhart Pannenberg, who supervised my work at 

the University of Munich on the resurrection has written as follows: 

The resurrection of Jesus acquires such decisive meaning, not merely because 

someone or anyone has been raised from the dead, but because it is Jesus of 

Nazareth, whose execution was instigated by the Jews because he had blasphemed 

against God. If this man was raised from the dead, then that plainly means that the 

God whom he had supposedly blasphemed has committed Himself to him. . . . 

The resurrection can only be understood as the divine vindication of the man 

whom the Jews had rejected as a blasphemer.392 

The resurrection is a dramatic vindication of the person of Christ. 

But not only that, it is also a vindication of Christ’s work. Christ’s atoning work on the 

cross is vindicated by his resurrection from the dead. The resurrection shows that Christ’s 

sacrificial death for our sins is accepted by God and that therefore the penalty for sin has 

been paid. Indeed, the resurrection shows that divine justice has been fully satisfied. 

Because Christ has fully paid the penalty for sin he cannot remain dead but must be 

raised from the dead in the same way that a condemned prisoner who fully serves his 
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sentence must be released from prison because he has satisfied the demands of justice.393 

It would be unjust for him to be further imprisoned despite his having satisfied justice. In 

exactly the same way, the resurrection of Jesus shows clearly that divine justice has been 

satisfied. Christ has paid the penalty for our sins, it has been accepted by God, and so he 

has been released from the bondage to death. 

2. The resurrection makes possible a relationship with the living Lord today. 

The resurrection means that Jesus Christ is not dead. He is alive. According to the New 

Testament, God has exalted him to a position of glory and honor at his right hand. 

Because Jesus lives it is possible for those who place their trust in him to enter into a 

living relationship with him right now. In fact, the union with Christ that is wrought by 

this relationship constitutes the essence of Christian salvation. In 1 John 5:11-12 it says, 

“God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. He who has the Son has the life; he 

who has not the Son of God has not life.” The relationship with Christ that is constituted 

by this knowledge of the living Lord is the essence of salvation. 

What this means is that there is a way of knowing that Christ is risen from the dead 

wholly apart from historical evidence. Even the simplest believer who has neither the 

education, nor the library resources, nor the leisure time to study the evidence for the 

resurrection can know with confidence that Jesus is risen because of a living relationship 

with the Lord today. As the Easter hymn writer says, You ask me how I know he lives; he 

lives within my heart. The shifting sands of evidence change over history with the 

contingencies of one’s situation. But the witness of the living Christ remains constant 

throughout every generation. Whatever the state of the historical evidence might be, we 

can be sure that the resurrection is an event of history because of the living presence of 

the Lord himself. Ultimately, we need to come to grips not simply with evidence but with 

the living Lord himself. 

3. Jesus’ resurrection brings us hope in the face of death. 

As the one who decisively conquered death, it is to Jesus that we must turn for the 

solution to our most dreaded enemy. On the subject of death and immortality, Jesus 

speaks with the authority of one who has conquered death. He said, “I am the resurrection 

and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.”394 So this implies 

that the grave is not the end, and that means that the choices that we make during this life 

are imbued with an eternal significance. Jesus’ teaching on the resurrection thus holds out 

hope for us in the face of death. The grave is not the end. We shall live forever. And that 

gives eternal significance and meaning to our lives right now. The resurrection of Jesus 

guarantees the facts of both the existence of God who raised him from the dead and 
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immortality beyond the grave through his resurrecting power. These are the conditions, I 

think, that are both necessary and sufficient for a meaningful and significance life right 

now. 

4. Jesus’ resurrection promises physical and psychological healing. 

Jesus’ resurrection was the forerunner of our own resurrection.395 For this reason Paul 

calls Christ “the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:20). The 

first fruits were a sample of the harvest that was coming. Paul says, “He will change our 

lowly body to be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:21). Christ’s resurrection body is 

the model for the resurrection body that we shall someday receive. 

So Jesus’ resurrection holds out hope for a remedy of all of the manifold physical 

shortcomings of our earthly existence, including our own evil, disease, aging, and death. 

At history’s end we shall be raised up by God and simultaneously transformed into 

persons with glorious, immortal, resurrection bodies. We shall never again experience 

deformity, or disease, or physical aging. We will have powers which the present body in 

no way possesses, as was evident from the powers that Jesus had in his resurrection body. 

We will apparently overcome the limits of space so that travel from one point to another 

can be achieved instantaneously without traversing the distance in between. But, at the 

same time, we will still be recognizable to one another just as Jesus was recognizable 

when he appeared to his disciples after his resurrection. Evil will be vanquished along 

with all of the ugly sins that people have committed against each other. Selfishness will 

have disappeared. We will live in love for one another. Death will be vanquished forever, 

never again to hold sway over us. This is what Paul describes so magnificently in 1 

Corinthians 15:51-57. Paul writes, 

Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 

sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this 

perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on 

immortality. When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: 

“Death is swallowed up in victory.” 

“O death, where is thy victory? 

O death, where is thy sting?” 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, 

who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
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But not only will there be complete physical healing of our bodies and perfection, but 

there is more. There will also be complete psychological healing and restoration as well. 

We shall have not only a new resurrection body but also a new resurrection psyche as 

well. Even the healthiest of us bear the emotional scars of our past. Everyone of us is in 

some way psychologically broken indelibly marked by the patterns of our past however 

we might try to alleviate their effects. Only with the resurrection will complete 

psychological healing come with complete integration of our personalities. We shall be 

whole persons free from feelings of inferiority, depression, suspicion, obsessiveness, 

selfishness, and the whole host of neuroses that plague us. All of these will be 

vanquished. We will relate to one another as transparent, loving individuals free from 

every defect of body and mind. What a glorious prospect!396 

5. Jesus’ resurrection is the guarantee of his personal return in glory. 

The expectation of the return of Christ is a hope that permeates the New Testament. To 

give just one example, Paul wrote to the church in Thessalonica in 1 Thessalonians 4:14-

17 this admonition: 

For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God 

will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. For this we declare to you by 

the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the 

Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will 

descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call, and with 

the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first; then we 

who are alive, who are left, shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to 

meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with the Lord. 

Many modern theologians regard this hope as so mythological that it can no longer be 

entertained literally. Rather, the second coming of Christ is reinterpreted to mean 

something like “the triumph of Christianity throughout the globe,” “the recognition of all 

peoples of the Lordship of Christ.” But the resurrection of Jesus as a literal historical 

event I think precludes demythologizing the second coming for the resurrection shows 

that the incarnation of Jesus was not limited to his thirty-year earthly sojourn but is a 

permanent condition of the second person of the Trinity. So when Jesus comes again it 

will be in the same body in which he was raised from the dead. 

The resurrection of Jesus, then, is not just some past event of history but it has theological 

and practical implications that extend to the present day and beyond. It was an act of God 

that vindicated Jesus’ personal claims to divinity. It completes the atoning work of the 

cross by revealing its saving significance and by breaking the power of sin, death, and 
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hell. It makes possible a personal relationship with the living Lord today. It holds out the 

prospect of personal immortality for each one of us thereby filling our present lives with 

eternal significance. It serves to rectify the manifold shortcomings of this earthly life by 

promising a resurrection life to come with complete physical and psychological healing. 

And, finally, it guarantees Christ’s personal return to establish his reign over all creation. 

The resurrection of Jesus, then, is not a dead dogma of the church; it is an exciting and 

energizing truth that ought to fill and guide our lives today.397 
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Lecture 47: Is Christ The Only Way To Salvation? 

Let’s take a step back and look at the big picture before we proceed. We’ve been talking 

about the doctrine of Christ for the last several months. We first looked at the person of 

Christ – his deity and humanity. Then we studied together the work of Christ – his cross 

and resurrection. Today we come to a different aspect of the work of Christ, and that is 

the question of who is able to access the benefits of Christ’s atoning death? Is this the 

only way of salvation, and if it is then what is the fate of those who have never had the 

opportunity to hear the message of the Gospel? This is the subject that we want to take up 

at this time. 

I was speaking several years ago on a major Canadian university campus on the existence 

of God. After my talk, one rather irate student wrote on her comment card, I was with you 

until you got to the stuff about Jesus. God is not the Christian God. This attitude is 

pervasive in Western society. Belief in the existence of some sort of a generic God is still 

the norm, I think, but in our pluralistic society it has become politically incorrect to 

believe that God has decisively revealed himself in Jesus Christ. Yet, this is exactly what 

the New Testament clearly teaches. Just take, for example, the writings of the apostle 

Paul. In Ephesians 2:12 Paul reminds his converts of what it was like before they came to 

know Christ. Ephesians 2:12: “Remember that you were at that time separated from 

Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of 

promise, having no hope and without God in the world.” 

It is the burden of the opening chapters of Paul’s letter to the Romans to show that this 

desolate condition is the general situation of mankind – hopeless and separated from God. 

In chapter 1 of his letter to the Romans, Paul explains that God’s eternal power and deity 

are clearly revealed in the created order around us so that all men are without excuse. He 

also explains in chapter 2 that God has written his moral law upon the hearts of all 

persons so that people are morally responsible before God. He says that although God 

offers eternal life to anyone who will respond to his general revelation in nature and 

conscience in an appropriate way, nevertheless the sad fact is that rather than worship and 

serve the Creator, people ignore God and they flout his moral law, plunging themselves 

into sin and immorality. 

The conclusion comes in Romans 3:9-12: 

For I have already charged that all men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the 

power of sin, as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands, 

no one seeks for God. All have turned aside, together they have gone wrong; no 

one does good, not even one.’ 



Moreover the situation is made worse by the fact that all men are under the condemnation 

of sin and cannot redeem themselves through righteous living. In Romans 3:19-20 Paul 

concludes this section: 

Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the 

law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held 

accountable to God. For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of 

the law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. 

Fortunately, Paul says, God has provided a means of escape from this desolate 

situation.398 Namely, Christ has died for the sins of mankind thereby satisfying the 

demands of God’s justice and enabling reconciliation with God. Romans 3:21-26: 

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from law, although 

the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the righteousness of God through faith 

in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction; since all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a gift, 

through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an 

expiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's 

righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins; it 

was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies 

him who has faith in Jesus. 

By the means of Christ’s atoning death salvation is made available as a gift to be received 

by faith. 

The logic of the New Testament is clear: given the universality of sin and the uniqueness 

of Christ’s atoning death it entails that there is no salvation apart from Christ. As the 

apostles proclaimed in Acts 4:12, “And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no 

other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” 

This particularistic doctrine of salvation through Christ alone was just as scandalous in 

the polytheistic world of the Roman Empire as it is in 21st century Western society. Early 

Christians were often subjected to intense persecution, horrible torture, and even death 

because they refused to embrace a pluralistic approach to religions. In time, however, 

Christianity eventually grew and supplanted the pagan religions of Greece and Rome and 

became the official religion of the Roman Empire. Thus the scandal of Christian 

particularity or exclusivity receded. Indeed, for medieval thinkers like Augustine and 

Aquinas, one of the marks of the true church was its catholicity (with a small-c) – that is 

to say, its universality. To them it seemed simply incredible that this great edifice of the 

Christian church filling all of civilization could be founded upon a falsehood. 
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The demise of this traditional doctrine came with the so-called “Expansion of Europe,” 

that is to say, the roughly three centuries of exploration and discovery from around 1450 

to 1750. Through the travels and voyages of men like Marco Polo, Christopher 

Columbus, and Ferdinand Magellan, new civilizations and whole new worlds were 

discovered who knew nothing about the Christian faith. 

The realization that much of the world’s population lay outside the bounds of Christianity 

had a two-fold impact on people’s religious thinking. First of all, it tended to relativize 

religious beliefs. People realized that far from being the universal religion of mankind, 

Christianity was largely confined to Western Europe, a corner of the globe. No particular 

religion, it seemed, could make a claim to universal validity.399 Every society seemed to 

have its own religion which was suited to its peculiar needs. Secondly, it made 

Christianity’s claim to be the only way of salvation seem narrow and cruel. 

Enlightenment rationalists like Voltaire taunted the Christians of his day with the 

prospects of millions of Chinese going to hell for not believing in Christ when they had 

not so much as even heard of Christ.  

In our own day, the influx into Western nations of immigrants from former colonies, as 

well as the advances in telecommunications that have served to shrink the world to a 

global village, have heighten our awareness of the religious diversity of mankind. As a 

result, religious pluralism, that is to say the view that there are many roads to God, many 

equally valid ways of apprehending God, has today, once again, become the conventional 

wisdom just as it was in the early Roman Empire.  

There are two forms that this religious pluralism might take. First, a kind of 

unsophisticated religious pluralism, and then secondly a more sophisticated religious 

pluralism. 

Unsophisticated religious pluralism is typically advocated by college sophomores who 

say that all religions are equally true and therefore whatever you believe is true and all 

religions lead to God. This, I say, is unsophisticated pluralism because the law of 

contradiction requires that contradictory claims cannot all be true, and the world’s 

religions make contradictory claims about things like the existence of God, the nature of 

the soul, sin, how salvation is to be achieved, life after death, and so forth. They cannot 

all be true because they are mutually contradictory. 

What the sophisticated religious pluralist says is that all of the world’s great religions are 

equally false; that is to say, none of them are true. They are all false, but they are all 

equally valid ways of apprehending the divine which is not called God but some vague 

term like The Absolute or The Real. Nothing can be known about it, but all of the world’s 
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religions make differing and contradictory false claims about The Real. But all of them 

are equally effective in transforming people’s lives, changing them from self-centered 

individuals to individuals centered on The Real and living good, moral lives. So all 

religions are equally effective in the lives of their adherents even though these religions 

taken literally are all false. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Doesn’t the sophisticated view suffer from the same problem as the 

unsophisticated view in that the conflicting claims would seem to contradict each other 

even in a sophisticated way if you want to say it that way? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, but that is the position of the religious pluralist – that they are all false. 

They all contradict each other, and they are all false. So none of them has the truth about 

the nature of reality. They are all in a sense like different myths that people have found 

useful in living other-centered lives. But none of these myths is really true. 

Student: For the unsophisticated point of view, I’ve heard the term modernist and 

postmodernist. What is the relationship between modernism and the unsophisticated 

view? 

Dr. Craig: I don’t think that that distinction connects closely with this. The modernist 

would be your typical Enlightenment mentality that would deny the reality of the 

supernatural and would deny Christian claims about Jesus Christ and salvation through 

him.400 The postmodernist would tend to be more pluralistic in saying that truth is relative 

to the individual person so it could be true for you but not true for me. But I don’t think 

that the distinction here that we’ve drawn between unsophisticated and sophisticated 

religious pluralism maps onto that distinction very well. You could be either a modernist 

or a postmodernist and hold to one of these views. 

Student: Doesn’t the sophisticated pluralism really get us to the greater, higher power? 

And what is right for you and how you seek that power is fine but don’t impose your 

journey onto me. And yes there is some sort of great force out there but we are not in a 

position to define exactly what it is, how to get there, so everybody is OK. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think you’ve expressed it well. I think you can see – and maybe this is 

what someone earlier was getting at – it is very difficult for the religious pluralist to avoid 

making some truth claims about The Real himself. You made several. So his view, I 

think, trembles on the brink of incoherence. But nevertheless I think you have expressed 

the view very well. 
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Student: It is politically correct to say “the higher power” – that is a big term because that 

sort of is an OK kind of claim. But beyond that you are really beginning to step on toes so 

let’s don’t go there. 

Dr. Craig: My doctoral mentor, John Hick, who was perhaps the world’s most famous 

religious pluralist, liked to speak of The Real with a capital-R but if you want to call it 

the higher power that’s fine. Ultimate reality. Something like that. But nothing can be 

known about ultimate reality on this view. 

Student: Would it be appropriate to say that within the unsophisticated versus the 

sophisticated that the unsophisticated would be agnostic and the sophisticated would be 

more atheistic? So if the unsophisticated says all religions are true they do believe in 

some sort of God, where the sophisticated would say, It is all false, there is no God. 

Dr. Craig: I don’t think so. I don’t think this distinction maps real neatly onto the one 

that I’ve drawn. The unsophisticated religious pluralist is the person who doesn’t know 

anything about the world’s religions and he thinks they are all basically saying the same 

thing. Anybody who has had a class in world religions knows that that is not true. Just 

take Buddhism and Islam, for example. These religions are utterly diverse. Islam believes 

in a personal creator of the universe. Buddhism does not. Buddhism is agnostic about 

that. The Muslim believes that man has a soul that God will judge. The Buddhist doesn’t 

believe in the soul. The Muslim believes in the reality of sin and the need of forgiveness. 

That plays no role – there is no such thing as good and evil or forgiveness or salvation 

from sin in Buddhism. The Muslim believes that after life there is the possibility of 

eternal life – immortality – given by God. The Buddhist doesn’t believe in life after 

death. These religions are just making contradictory claims. As I say, your college 

sophomore who says to you all religions are basically saying the same thing and they are 

all true just doesn’t understand the world’s religions. Anybody who understands these 

conflicting claims is going to have to say something more like the sophisticated pluralist 

– that they are all false. None of them is literally true. That doesn’t imply that you 

yourself are an atheist or agnostic. I just don’t see that that maps onto this very well. 

Student: I’ve read that at the time of the Roman Empire that the sophisticated pluralist 

was actually taught, that everybody has a form of the truth. It has error in it. There is an 

Egyptian . . . I read that in an . . . early fathers papers, I think.401 

Dr. Craig: I think it would depend on who you are talking about. The Greek philosophers 

like Plato, I think, would certainly say that the Greek myths were not literally true but 

were just sort of useful as a kind of religious cult for guiding people’s lives. But probably 

many of their adherents did believe that these claims were really true. But what they 

 
401 20:09 



wouldn’t accept is that there was just one exclusive way. They wanted all religions to be 

equally valid. It was that claim that Christians made that their way alone was true that 

was so offensive. It wasn’t that they were attacking these other religions. It was simply 

that they claimed that theirs was the only way that was so offensive and led to the 

horrible, horrible persecution and torture of the early Christians. 

END DISCUSSION 

What exactly is the problem that is supposed to be posed by mankind’s religious 

diversity? For whom is it supposed to be a problem? When you read the literature on this 

issue, the recurring challenge seems to be laid at the doorstep of the Christian 

particularist – that is to say, the person who says Christ is the only way to God. The 

phenomenon of religious diversity is said to imply the truth of pluralism, that there are 

many valid approaches to God, and the main debate then becomes which is the most 

plausible form of pluralism to adopt. 

But why should we think that Christian particularism is untenable in the face of religious 

diversity? What exactly seems to be the problem here? 

When you examine the arguments on behalf of pluralism, what you discover is that many 

of them seem to be almost textbook examples of logical fallacies. For example, it is 

frequently asserted that it is arrogant and immoral to believe in any kind of religious 

particularism because then you have to regard all people who disagree with you and your 

own religion as wrong and their views as false. That is said to be arrogant and immoral. 

This seems to be a textbook example of the fallacy of argument ad hominem. This is the 

fallacy of trying to invalidate a view by attacking the moral character of the person who 

holds it. This is a fallacy because the truth of a position is independent of the moral 

qualities of those who believe in it. An obvious illustration would be suppose someone 

has claimed to discover an AIDS vaccine. Suppose this person is utterly conceited. He 

looks down on all his colleagues as mental midgets because they didn’t discover the 

vaccine. He boasts that he is the only person who has discovered this successful HIV 

vaccine. He is completely arrogant and immoral. Does that mean that his claim is false? 

That the vaccine isn’t effective? Would you refuse to take the vaccine because of the 

moral character of the person who makes this claim? Obviously not! The truth of the 

claim is independent of the moral character of the person who makes it. Even if it were 

true that all religious particularists are arrogant and immoral, that would do nothing to 

show that their view is false. It would not show that Christian particularism is false. 

Not only that, but why think that arrogance and immorality are necessary conditions of 

being a particularist? Suppose that I’ve done all I can to discover the truth about reality, 

and as a result of my search I’ve come to believe that Christianity is true. So I humbly 

embrace Christian faith as an undeserved gift of God. Am I arrogant and immoral for 



believing what I sincerely think is true? What else can I do but believe it? I think it is the 

truth! It seems to me that arrogance and immorality are not at all necessary conditions of 

being a particularist.402 

Finally, and even more fundamentally, this objection turns out to be a double-edged 

sword for the pluralist also believes that his view is right and that all of those adherents to 

particularistic religions in the world, who are after all the vast majority of mankind, are 

all wrong. Therefore, if holding to a view which many others disagree with means you 

are arrogant and immoral then the pluralist himself is convicted of arrogance and 

immorality because religious pluralism is a view that is espoused by a very, very tiny 

minority of mankind. The pluralist has to say he alone has the truth and that all these 

other people are wrong. Therefore, that would be arrogant and immoral if this objection 

were good. 

To give another example of a bad argument. It is frequently alleged that Christian 

particularism cannot be true because religious beliefs are culturally relative. For example, 

it is often pointed out that if you had been born in Pakistan you probably would be a 

Muslim. Therefore, your belief in Christianity is false or unjustified. Again, this seems to 

be a textbook example of a logical fallacy called the genetic fallacy. The genetic fallacy 

is trying to invalidate a point of view by showing how a person came to believe it. This 

is, again, invalid. The fact that your beliefs depend upon where and when you were born 

does absolutely nothing to show that those beliefs are false. If you had been born in 

ancient Greece, for example, you would probably have believed that the sun goes around 

the Earth. Does that therefore imply that your believe that the Earth goes around the sun 

is false or unjustified? Obviously not! Again, the genetic fallacy seems to be committed 

by those who think that because the way in which you come to believe in something is 

conditioned by where and when you were born that the view is false is simply invalid. 

Again, the pluralist pulls the rug out from under his own feet. Think about it. If the 

religious pluralist had been born in Pakistan, then he would probably be a religious 

particularist. Right? Therefore, by his own analysis, pluralism is just the result of the 

happenstance that he was born in late 20th century Western society and is therefore false 

or unjustified. Therefore, pluralism cuts off the branch on which the pluralist himself sits. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I really think the offensive characteristic of Christianity that they find is our 

desire to convert others to our way of thinking. That is where we, I think, are looked 

down upon. When we say this is the only way, you need to accept Christ as Lord, then we 
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have efforts either on campuses or around the world to attempt to convince people of that 

reality. 

Dr. Craig: Undoubtedly that is true. They don’t like people who are trying to convert 

them. But I guess my question is still: why is that wrong? Why is it wrong for someone to 

try to convert someone to his belief if he thinks that that belief is true – and especially if 

it is true? 

Student: You are right, but what they are saying to that person is, Your way of thinking is 

in error. I think that just in their mind you are kind of putting yourself as someone who 

has . . . what can I say? . . . is in a better place. I think that is what is offensive to them. 

Dr. Craig: That is sort of like the first objection about being arrogant. 

Student: Yeah. I guess so. 

Dr. Craig: That is sort of like that. But then I already responded to that. The religious 

pluralist is more arrogant than anybody. How arrogant can you be to think you as a 

religious pluralist are the only ones that are right and all of the hundreds of millions of 

peoples in the world’s religions are all wrong?403 It seems to me that he really undercuts 

his own view. 

Student: It is just the evangelical part of it, I think . . . 

Dr. Craig: Undoubtedly what you are saying is correct, but it doesn’t tell me what is 

wrong with being a religious particularist. You are right. 

END DISCUSSION 

What I am going to suggest next time is that the real difficulty – the real objection – has 

to do with the fate of those who never get a chance to believe. They never hear the 

Gospel. What is their fate? I think that is what really drives religious pluralism. But we 

will save that for next time.404 
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Lecture 48: Answering Religious Pluralism 

Some of the arguments for religious pluralism are almost textbook examples of logical 

fallacies – really weak arguments. But just because these arguments are pretty 

unimpressive don't think that religious pluralism is not a significant threat today for 

Christian belief. On the contrary, I think religious pluralism does present an extremely 

serious challenge to Christian belief. But by clearing away these fallacious arguments we 

can get to the real issue that lies beneath the surface. 

The real issue, I think, raised by religious pluralism is the fate of unbelievers who lie 

outside of one’s particular religious tradition. Christian particularism consigns such 

persons to hell. Pluralists simply find that unconscionable. 

Nowhere is this problem better illustrated than in the life of my own doctoral mentor, 

John Hick, at the University of Birmingham. Professor Hick began his career as a 

relatively conservative theologian. His first book was entitled Christianity at the Centre. 

That is where he thought it belonged. But as he began to study other world religions and 

to become acquainted with many of their saintly followers, he found it simply 

inconceivable that such good people could be on their way to hell.  

He realized what that meant. Somehow he had to get Jesus Christ out of the center. But 

so long as one affirmed Christ's incarnation and atoning death Christ could not be 

successfully marginalized. So Hick came to edit a book entitled The Myth of God 

Incarnate in which he argues that these central Christian doctrines like the incarnation 

and atoning death of Christ are not true but are mere myths. He wrote as follows, 

. . . the problem which has come to the surface in the encounter of Christianity 

with the other world religions is this: If Jesus was literally God incarnate, and if it 

is by his death alone that men can be saved, and by their response to him alone 

that they can appropriate that salvation, then the only doorway to eternal life is 

Christian faith. It would follow from this that the large majority of the human race 

so far have not been saved. But is it credible that the loving God and Father of all 

men has decreed that only those born within one particular thread of human 

history shall be saved?405 

Hick’s answer to that question was no, it is not credible. Therefore he came to reject the 

deity and atoning death of Christ. This, I think, is the real problem that is raised by the 

religious diversity of mankind, namely, the fate of those who stand outside of the 

Christian tradition. 

 
405 John Hick, "Jesus and the World Religions," in The Myth of God Incarnate, ed. John Hick 

(London: SCM, 1977), pp. 179-80. 



 

But I want to invite you to think with me about this question. What exactly is the problem 

here supposed to be? What is the problem with holding that salvation is available only 

through Christ? Is it supposed to be simply that a loving God would not send people to 

hell? I don't think that this is the essence of the problem. The Bible says that God wills 

the salvation of every human person that he creates. 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not 

willing that any should perish but that all should reach repentance.”406 1 Timothy 2:4 

says, “God our Savior desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 

truth.” In the Old Testament God speaks through the prophet Ezekiel and says, 

Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord God, and not rather 

that he should turn from his way and live? . . . For I have no pleasure in the death 

of any one, says the Lord God; so turn, and live. . . . Say to them, As I live, says 

the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked 

turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will 

you die . . . ? (Ezekiel 18:23,32; 33:11). 

Here God literally pleads with unbelievers to turn back from their self-destructive path 

and to be saved. 

So in one sense, at least, God doesn’t send anybody to hell. This isn’t to deny that hell is 

an expression of God’s retributive justice. But I am saying that God’s desire is that no 

one go there. His desire is that everyone be saved, and therefore he seeks to draw every 

person to himself. If we make a free and well-informed decision to reject Christ’s 

sacrifice for our sin then God has no choice but to give us what we deserve. He has to 

give us the just desert of our sin. So God is not to blame for people’s going to hell; rather 

we are. Our eternal destiny thus lies in our own hands. It is a matter of our own free 

choice where we spend eternity. Those who are lost therefore are self-condemned. They 

separate themselves from God irrevocably despite God’s will and every effort to save 

them, and God grieves over their loss. 

The pluralist might admit that given human freedom God cannot guarantee that everyone 

will be saved. There may be some who will reject God’s grace and separate themselves 

from him forever. Some people might freely condemn themselves by rejecting God’s 

offer of salvation. But, the pluralist might say, it would be unjust of God to condemn 

such people forever for even terrible sins like those of the Nazi war criminals in the death 

camps still deserve only a finite punishment. Therefore, at most hell could be a sort of 

temporary punishment, a kind of purgatory which will last an appropriate length of time 

for each person until that person is released and admitted into heaven. Eventually, given 
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enough time, hell will be emptied and heaven will be filled. So, ironically, on this 

objection hell is incompatible not with God’s love but rather with his justice. The 

objection charges that God is unjust because the punishment doesn’t fit the crime. 

But again, this doesn’t seem to me to be the real problem. The objection seems to be 

flawed in at least two ways. First, the objection equivocates between every sin that we 

commit and all the sins that we commit. We could agree that every individual sin that a 

person commits deserves only a finite punishment. But it doesn’t follow from that that all 

of a person’s sins taken together as a whole deserve only a finite punishment. If a person 

commits an infinite number of sins then the sum total of all such sins would deserve an 

infinite punishment even though each individual sin only deserved a finite punishment.407 

Now, you will say, But nobody commits an infinite number of sins in the earthly life! 

True. But what about in the afterlife? Insofar as the inhabitants of hell continue to hate 

God and reject him, they continue to sin and so accrue to themselves more guilt and more 

punishment. So in a real sense hell is self-perpetuating. In each case every sin does have 

only a finite punishment but because the sinning goes on forever so does the punishment. 

Secondly, why agree that every sin does have only a finite punishment? We could agree 

that sins like theft, lying, adultery, even mass murder and terrorism, for example, are only 

a finite consequence and therefore they only deserve a finite punishment. But in a sense 

these sins are not what separate us from God. Christ has died for those sins. The penalty 

for those sins has been already paid. One has only to accept Christ as his Savior to 

become completely free and forgiven and cleansed of those sins. But the refusal to accept 

Christ and his sacrifice seems to be a sin of a different order altogether for this sin 

repudiates God’s pardon for sin and so decisively separates someone from God and his 

salvation. To reject Christ is to reject God himself. In light of who God is – the infinite 

paradigm and source of moral goodness and holiness – this is a sin of infinite gravity and 

proportion and therefore plausibly deserves an infinite punishment. 

So I don’t think we should think of hell primarily in terms of being the punishment for 

the array of finite sins that we all commit in this life. Rather, it is the just penalty – the 

just desert – for a sin of infinite consequence which is the rejection of God himself. 

So I don’t think that the problem posed by religious diversity is simply that God, whether 

loving or just, would send people to hell. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: In your discussion, is it the sin or the sinner? Is it the hopes and desires that are 

in rebellion, in which case anything they do is going to be further hopes and desires 
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against God, more rebellion? Is that not what the bringing in of a better hope outside of 

ourselves, the only repentance that counts? 

Dr. Craig: If I understand the question, a person who commits wrongdoing, who 

commits sins, that are immoral acts is culpable for those sins. He is guilty and 

blameworthy and therefore liable to punishment. Because a person does wrong, does 

immoral things, he himself is guilty and condemned and therefore liable to punishment. 

Student: From all what you said, it may be the condition of the conscience that separates 

us from heaven and hell because a person that continuously rejects the good and the 

conscience that agrees with God. In his mind he is not purposefully doing wrong but his 

conscience is directing him in a contrary way and he does not want to realign. 

Dr. Craig: I think I’d agree with that. When you read the book of Revelation and John 

describes the plagues and the catastrophes that God brings upon the unbelieving world, it 

is almost as though John is baffled and bewildered by their reaction.408 He says, Still they 

did not repent of their wrongdoing. I think that we should not think of those in hell as 

sorry for what they’ve done and grieving and wishing that they could escape. On the 

contrary, I suspect that they grow even more implacable in their hatred of God because of 

what he is doing to them. As you say, their conscience is so twisted that they don’t 

recognize how evil they are. The idea that sinning would go on forever in hell, I think, is 

very plausible. 

Student: In support of what you were just saying, man moved away from God after he 

sinned in the Garden. It is not God that moved from man; it is man continues to move 

from God. That is why you have all these segmented religious expressions. Also, I think 

the problem is when man in works tries to inject himself into his own salvation. They 

reject God. Man is the problem. If he refuses to take himself out of his own redemption 

he is sealing his own fate because he or she is the problem. If, to your point, in hell the 

only example we have is Lazarus and the Rich Man, even in hell the Rich Man is making 

dictates – send – he didn’t say Help me out of this. It was cool my pain and send 

somebody to my brothers. Do this and do that. He is still trying to inject himself into the 

situation and direct traffic where he is the problem. 

Dr. Craig: Without wanting to deny the point that you are making, I would just caution – 

be careful about using parables to teach Christian doctrine. Because these parables are 

stories. They are made up, and they are meant to teach one overriding point. So we must 

not press the details in these parables too much. So be careful about appealing to parables 

to extract Christian doctrine from them. 

 
408 15:11 



Student: In the instance like Bryant refers to as unreached people groups – if you have an 

unreached person who is morally a good person – but they have never experienced an 

awareness of God and certainly never been taught about Jesus, how do you . . . ? 

Dr. Craig: We are going to get to that. I am trying to explore with you what is the 

problem of religious diversity. I think you put your finger on it. But we will get there 

after I’ve tried to clear away some of these other problems that I think, though difficult 

questions, aren’t at the heart of the issue. I would just say, by way of preview, that don’t 

think that in fact these people do live moral lives. The doctrine of sin that someone earlier 

alluded to is that all human persons are sinful before God and therefore are under his 

justice and condemnation. 

Student: It seems to me (and this is just because I am so morally depraved) that if you 

sentenced one of these good Christian people to heaven he would be extremely happy. If 

you sentenced the immoral man to heaven he would be enormously miserable because he 

would be up there without any chance of ever changing the situation. He would have to 

worship God like it or not. He didn’t really want to in this life so he is literally in hell 

where he is at. Does that make sense? 

Dr. Craig: Yes. I think that is a fair point. In order for God to give these unbelievers a 

heavenly sort of experience rather than a hellish one, there would have to be a 

transformation of their hearts – regeneration or something. Then the question is: is God 

going to do this against their free will? I am suggesting that he won’t. 

END DISCUSSION 

If that is not the problem then, perhaps the problem is supposed to be that a loving God 

wouldn’t send people to hell because they were uninformed or misinformed about 

Christ.409 People who have never heard of Christ or people who have been given a 

distorted image of Christ can’t be expected to place their faith in Christ. Is that the 

problem? 

Again, this doesn’t seem to me to be the heart of the problem. According to the Bible, 

God doesn’t judge people who have never heard of Christ on the basis of whether they’ve 

placed their faith in Christ. That would be manifestly unfair. They’ve never even heard of 

him. Rather, God judges them on the basis of the light that they do have, in particular the 

light of God’s general revelation in nature and in conscience which every man has. 

Romans 2:7 says, “to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and 

immortality, he will give eternal life.” I think that this is best understood as a bona fide 

offer of salvation. Someone who has never heard of Christ but who senses his need of 
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God’s forgiveness through his guilty conscience and who flings himself upon the mercy 

of the God revealed in nature around him may find salvation. 

This is not to say that people can be saved apart from Christ. It is only through Christ’s 

atoning death that people can be saved. Rather, it is to say that the benefits of Christ’s 

atoning death could be applied to people without their conscious knowledge of Christ. It 

is as though you were suddenly to discover that you were the beneficiary in the will of an 

unknown uncle who has recently passed away and has left you a fortune. You would be 

the beneficiary of his death even though you had no knowledge whatsoever of this man. 

These sorts of people would be similar to certain persons who are mentioned in the Old 

Testament who are sometimes called Holy Pagans of the Old Testament. I am thinking of 

people like Job and Melchizedek. Job and Melchizedek were only saved through the 

atoning death of Christ, but they had no conscious knowledge of Christ. In fact, they were 

not even members of the Old Testament covenant. They were not Jews. They were 

Gentiles. Yet, they clearly enjoyed a personal relationship with God. Similarly, there 

could be modern day Jobs living among that percentage of the world’s population which 

has yet to hear the Gospel of Christ. 

Unfortunately, the testimony of the New Testament, as we’ve seen, is that there probably 

aren’t very many people like this. People don’t generally measure up even to these much 

lower standards of general revelation. So there are little grounds for optimism about there 

being very many people, if any at all, who will actually be saved through their response 

to general revelation alone. Nonetheless, I think the point remains that salvation is 

universally accessible through God’s general revelation in nature and conscience. So the 

problem posed by religious diversity can’t be simply that God would not condemn 

persons who are uninformed or misinformed about Christ. That misunderstands the basis 

on which God will judge them. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: John 3:18 says, Anyone who believes in him (Jesus) is not condemned, but 

anyone who does not believe is already condemned because he is not believed in the 

name of the one and only Son of God. Doesn’t that sound like it requires an active belief? 

Dr. Craig: Yes, taken in isolation that would be a good prooftext for the opposing point of 

view. But I think it could be understood to say that these people, as I said in my response 

earlier, are under the condemnation of God. As sinners, they are condemned and 

therefore they would be comprised in that. But, for example, there are other verses by 

Jesus where he says, Everyone who acknowledges the Son of Man before men will be 

acknowledged before the angels of heaven.410 But he says, Everyone who rejects the Son 
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of Man before men will be rejected before the angels in heaven. There the opposite of 

accepting is conscious rejection of Christ. Of course we are talking here about people 

who have not consciously rejected Christ but who are responding in a salvific way to 

general revelation. So while the verse you quote is a good one for the other side, I don’t 

think that it is decisive. 

Student: I believe I heard you comment on this several years ago so I may have this 

totally incorrect, but you inferred based on God’s middle knowledge that he would know 

how everyone would choose so he, through his knowledge, placed persons at particular 

times and places so that they might be able to seek and find God. How does that relate to 

what you are saying? 

Dr. Craig: That will be my ultimate solution to the problem after I have dismissed these 

pseudo-problems. But I commend you for a very concise and accurate summary of the 

view that I expressed. That was impressive. 

Student: It seems to me that a great window into the mind of someone who might respond 

to the general revelation we see in The Apology of Socrates. He lived about 300 BC or so. 

He certainly wouldn’t have heard about Jesus, probably not even Jehovah God, and yet 

he in his mind understood that Zeus and the guys couldn’t be true. He said that there was 

a small divine voice in his head that led him to a life of justice that he followed all 

through his life. He died for refusing to recant that. It seems to me that this is a way of 

seeing how someone could respond to general revelation. 

Dr. Craig: I think you are right. When I read the works of some of these Greek 

philosophers like Aristotle as well as what Plato says about Socrates I really hope we will 

see Aristotle in heaven. I think that would just be fantastic. So, yeah, I agree with you. I 

would also say it is fascinating to read some of the writings of Native American Indian 

spiritualists like Black Elk who wrote about the God of creation – what he called The 

Great Spirit whom he called the father of all mankind and to whom we are obligated. It is 

just like reading Romans 1 when you read the thoughts of this Native American 

spiritualist. I think we do find examples of people who have responded appropriately to 

general revelation. Lest anyone misunderstand, let me clarify that I am not saying that 

these people are saved because they recognized God’s existence in nature and they obey 

what their conscience tells them is right and the good thing to do. I am not suggesting 

that. What I am saying is that they recognize there is a creator of the universe, they sense 

the moral law on their hearts – the moral demands of his law – and they realize how 

miserably they fail to live up to it, that they cannot live up to the demands of the moral 

law and they therefore find themselves condemned before this unknown God of the 

universe. So they fling themselves on his mercy. This is salvation by faith, not by works. 

So when I talk about the possibility of salvation through general revelation, it is not 



works-based. On the contrary, it would be salvation that is accessed through recognizing 

one’s own inadequacy and condemnation and by faith flinging one’s self upon the mercy 

of God. 

Student: I agree with that. It sounds like Abraham – hoping the mercy to be revealed in 

Christ, God’s mercy. Another thing – Ezekiel. How do you see about if God sends a 

watchman in Israel. Maybe that is only the elect but I think it applies to the whole 

world.411 He says if the watchman doesn’t warn then the guilt and the punishment of the 

people will be required the blood of the watchman. So it is up to us to witness. 

Dr. Craig: I know the passages you refer to. They are extremely interesting. 

Unfortunately, I am not prepared this morning to comment on them. I did a Bible study 

on these passages where I listed the counterfactuals (as philosophers call them). That is 

these are subjunctive conditionals like if he were not to tell then this would happen. Or if 

he were to tell then that would happen. I remember when I listed all those counterfactuals 

I don’t think that any of them clearly taught that if you were to fail to share the Gospel or 

Christ with someone else that you would then be held culpable and die and be 

condemned for that. I don’t think that Ezekiel is saying anything like that. But I need to 

look at it again. OK, someone is saying their sins would be passed on to Christ and so 

covered by him. But, again, I am not prepared to speak to those specific passages this 

morning but they are extremely interesting and I think would repay careful study. I’d 

encourage you just to list all those different counterfactuals that Ezekiel uses and see 

what they amount to. 

END DISCUSSION 

Having cleared away some of these false problems we are going to get to next week to 

what I think is the real problem, and that is that if God is all-knowing and all-powerful 

then he would know who would freely receive the Gospel and who would not. That raises 

several very difficult questions that I want to honestly wrestle with you when we meet 

again.412 
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Lecture 49: The Real Problem Raised  
By Religious Pluralism 

Last time I argued that salvation is universally accessible through God’s general 

revelation in nature and conscience even if it is rarely, if ever, actually accessed in that 

way. Therefore the problem posed by mankind’s religious diversity cannot be simply 

reduced to the fact that many lost people are uninformed or misinformed about Jesus 

Christ. Rather, I think that the real problem is that if God is all-knowing then he knew 

even before he created the world who would receive the Gospel and be saved and who 

would not. But then certain very difficult questions arise. For example, number one, why 

didn’t God bring the Gospel to people who he knew would accept it if they heard it but 

who reject the light of general revelation that they do have? To illustrate this problem, 

imagine a North American Indian living on the Great Plains during the Middle Ages prior 

to the arrival of Christian missionaries. Let’s call him Walking Bear. Let’s suppose that 

as Walking Bear looks up at the heavens at night and sees the beauty of nature around 

him that he thinks that all of this must surely have been made by the Great Spirit. 

Moreover as Walking Bear looks into his own heart he senses there the moral law written 

on his heart telling him that all men are brothers created by the Great Spirit and that 

therefore we ought to live in love and harmony with one another. But suppose that 

instead of worshiping the Great Spirit and living in love for his fellow man, Walking 

Bear ignores the Great Spirit and instead creates totems of other spirits. And rather than 

living in love with his fellow man, he lives in selfishness and cruelty toward others. In 

such a case Walking Bear would be justly condemned before God even when judged on 

the standards of God’s revelation in nature and conscience. He hasn’t responded properly 

to God’s general revelation and therefore would be condemned before the bar of God’s 

justice when judged by those standards. But now suppose that if only the missionaries 

had arrived that Walking Bear would have believed the Gospel and been saved. In that 

case his salvation or damnation seems to be the result of bad luck. Through no fault of his 

own he just had the bad luck to be born at a time and place in history when the Gospel 

was not yet available. His condemnation is just, alright, but would an all-loving God 

allow people’s eternal destiny to hinge on historical and geographical accident? 

Secondly, even more fundamentally, why did God even create the world when he knew 

that so many people would not believe the Gospel and so be lost? Since creation is a free 

act of God, why didn’t God simply refrain from creating any free people at all? 

Thirdly, and even more radically, why didn’t God create a world in which everyone 

freely believes the Gospel and is saved? Such a world must be logically possible since 

people are free to believe or to not believe, and so there must be logically possible worlds 

in which everyone in that world freely believes in the Gospel and is saved. So why didn’t 



God create a world in which every person freely chooses to place his faith in Christ and 

be saved? 

What is the Christian supposed to say in response to these difficult questions?413 Does the 

Christian faith make God out to be cruel and unloving? In order to answer these 

questions, I think it will be helpful to examine more closely the logical structure of the 

problem before us. The problem seems to be very similar to the logical version of the 

problem of evil which we discussed so many moons ago in doing the doctrine of God. 

You remember according to the logical problem of evil the statement “God is all-

powerful and all-loving” is logically inconsistent with the statement that “evil and 

suffering exist.” Similarly here, the pluralist seems to be claiming that it’s logically 

impossible for God to be all-powerful and all-loving and yet for some people never to 

hear the Gospel and be lost. That is to say, he seems to be saying that the following 

statements are logically incompatible with each other. 

A. God is all-powerful and all-loving. 

B. Some people never hear the Gospel and are lost. 

This could be called, I think, a soteriological version of the problem of evil. Soteriology 

is the area of theology that deals with the doctrine of salvation. Similar to the logical 

version of the problem of evil, this seems to be a sort of soteriological version of the 

problem of evil, namely the statement that “God is all-powerful and all-loving” is 

logically incompatible with the statement that “some people never hear the Gospel and 

are lost.” 

But now we need to ask why should we think that A and B are logically inconsistent? 

After all there’s no explicit contradiction between A and B. One is not the negation of the 

other so there’s no explicit contradiction here. If the religious pluralist is claiming that A 

and B are implicitly contradictory then he must be assuming some hidden premises, some 

hidden assumptions that would bring out the contradiction and make it explicit. So the 

question is: what are those hidden assumptions made by the pluralist? 

Well, I must say that in my reading I have never seen any attempt by any religious 

pluralist to identify those hidden assumptions, but let’s try to help the religious pluralist 

out a little bit here to make his argument as powerful as we can. It seems to me that the 

hidden assumptions are the following premises (1) and (2): 

1. If God is all-powerful then he can create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel 

and is saved. 
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2. If God is all-loving then he prefers a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is 

freely saved. 

Since, according to A God is all-powerful and all-loving, it follows that therefore God 

can both can create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is saved and that he 

prefers a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is saved. Therefore it follows 

that everyone is freely saved, and that contradicts B which says that some people never 

hear the Gospel and are lost. 

So according to this argument, God is all-powerful and all-loving, and if he’s all-

powerful he can create a world in which universal salvation takes place, and if he’s all-

loving he prefers a world in which universal salvation takes place and therefore there 

should be no one lost in contradiction to B, which says that some people fail to hear the 

Gospel and are lost.414 

In order for this argument to be sound both of the hidden premises (1) and (2) need to be 

necessarily true if there is to be demonstrated a logical incompatibility between A and B. 

So the entire question is: are these two hidden assumptions necessarily true? Let’s think 

about them. Consider the first assumption – (1) – that if God is all-powerful he can create 

a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved. Is that necessarily true? 

Well, I think it would be uncontroversial to say that God could certainly create a world in 

which everybody hears the Gospel. That part of the assumption isn’t too difficult. That 

would be no big deal to create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel. But so long 

as people are free, there’s no guarantee that everybody in such a world would be freely 

saved. In fact, when you think about it, there’s no guarantee whatsoever that in a world in 

which everybody hears the Gospel that the balance between saved and lost would be any 

better than the balance between saved and lost in the actual world. So it’s logically 

impossible for God to make someone freely do something. If he does it freely, he cannot 

be made to do it. If God makes him do it then he doesn’t do it freely. It is as logically 

impossible to make somebody do something freely as it is to make a round square or a 

married bachelor. That’s just logically impossible, and being all-powerful doesn’t mean 

the ability to do the logically impossible. So there’s no guarantee that a possible world in 

which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved is a world which is feasible for 

God to create. For all we know, any world of free people which God could create or 

might create would be a world in which some people would freely reject his saving grace 

and so be lost. Therefore, the first hidden assumption is not necessarily true, and 

therefore the religious pluralist’s argument is fallacious. 

START DISCUSSION 
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Student: I think, first of all, the Bible agrees in one sense, and it says because the Son of 

Perdition will not . . . but that’s a type person. But I think to argue against it – if you have 

a little kid who loves ice cream, you can pretty well, without violating their free will, 

bring circumstances where you know they’ll choose to eat ice cream. God has a superior 

logic, he can not violate our free will, but we can be like water in his hands and 

manipulate what we do. 

Dr. Craig: You are raising a very good point. We can persuade people to do something 

freely, especially by putting them in circumstances in which we know that they would 

freely do that, but again there’s no guarantee so long as those circumstances are freedom-

permitting, that they will, in fact, freely do that. The point that I’m making is that for all 

we know there are no worlds in which everybody who hears the Gospel is in 

circumstances in which they would, in fact, freely embrace the Gospel. It’s possible that 

some of those people would freely not embrace the Gospel and so be lost. And 

remember, the circumstances that we’re talking about here are freedom-permitting 

circumstances. We are not talking about circumstances in which God overwhelms their 

free will by an irresistible revelation of himself.415 He can certainly, through the Holy 

Spirit, attempt to draw them to himself, convict them of sin, bring the Gospel to them, 

just myriads of ways in which God can try to elicit a free response from people. But so 

long as those circumstances are freedom-permitting there’s no guarantee that everyone in 

such a world would freely respond affirmatively to the Gospel and be saved. 

Student: A microcosm to what you’re saying is in Revelation 14:6 during the tribulation. 

He has an angel go and proclaim the Gospel in all dialects, in all languages, throughout 

the whole world. But then not everybody gets saved after that point until the millennium 

and so forth and judgment. So there’s still unbelief even with that situation. 

Dr. Craig: Yes, I think you’re right. I’m speaking here purely philosophically, just 

examining these assumptions philosophically. But I would agree with what you say – that 

what I’m saying is certainly biblical, as well. It’s in line with the teaching of the Bible 

that some people, even though they’re in very favorable circumstances, nevertheless 

resist God’s grace and separate themselves from him. 

Student: Does the pluralist have an answer for what to do with the people that wouldn’t 

freely accept God? In other words, should they not be born? 

Dr. Craig: The pluralist is, as we saw, not even on the same page as we are in thinking 

that if people don’t believe in the Gospel they will be lost. The pluralist thinks that there 

are many paths to God and no matter which path you elect to take . . . well, I shouldn’t 

say no matter which – they would agree that there are some religions that are certainly 

 
415 15:01 



debased and corrupted. One thinks of voodoo or certain other pagan religions that 

practice human sacrifice and other atrocities. But, in general, of the world’s great 

religions they would say whichever one you pick you will be saved, and therefore it 

doesn’t matter if you wouldn’t believe the Gospel if you heard it. But we’re talking here 

about whether or not the Christian particularist is facing some sort of a logical problem 

that the pluralist alleges. The pluralist is raising up an objection to Christian particularism 

by saying, You’re committed, Mr. Christian particularist, to both A and B. Your religion 

says that God is all-powerful and all-loving, and yet your religion says some people 

never hear the Gospel and are lost. Therefore, Mr. Christian particularist, your religion 

has a logical contradiction in it. That’s the objection, and that’s what we’re trying to 

examine. I’m suggesting that his argument that A and B are logically inconsistent is 

fallacious because it assumes that God’s being all-powerful implies that he can create a 

world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved. And my response is that 

while God could certainly create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel, he cannot 

guarantee that in such a world everyone will freely respond to the Gospel and be saved. 

That’s outside God’s control. 

Student: I was raised more Arminian. I’ve been listening to some of your stuff about 

Molinism. Calvinism would seem to say what you’re explaining why assumption (1) is 

wrong is right. 

Dr. Craig: I think you are quite correct. The Calvinist would be very uncomfortable with 

what I’m saying because the Calvinist does believe in irresistible grace. I am talking 

about God’s grace as being something that is resistible, that he doesn’t overpower the 

human will. I think, in a sense as I’m using the word “freely” (libertarian freedom), the 

Calvinist doesn’t believe in libertarian freedom. He thinks that we don’t really have that 

kind of freedom. God picks who will be saved (those are the elect). He passes over the 

rest (those are the reprobate).416 Then he irresistibly calls and regenerates the elect. So it 

is a very different view than the view that I’m defending. I think that the problem of 

religious pluralism would press very hard on the Calvinist because the Calvinist would 

agree with (1) – God can create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is 

saved. You have to say therefore that God preferred not to create such a world, if you’re a 

Calvinist. That he actually prefers a world in which people are damned and go to hell 

even though he could have saved them. I think that is very difficult to reconcile with 

God’s being all-loving. 

Student: So the can-of-worms was opened, so I wanted to ask this question. Hopefully it 

isn’t too broad or off track but we’re clearly examining here a middle knowledge account 

of why there are unevangelized. Why are there lost? This is very simplistic but a typical 
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Calvinist answer to that would be, Well, there’s unevangelized – there’s lost – because 

God is glorified through that. I’m wondering if there is any Molinist position or literature 

or account that would still want to emphasize God’s glory in the midst of there being so 

much . . . 

Dr. Craig: Let me just give you a little background here. You have used some terms here 

that I’ve tried to avoid because they’re technical terms – middle knowledge, Molinist 

account. What you need to do is think back to our discussion of divine omniscience – of 

God’s being all-knowing – and there I suggested that God has a kind of knowledge that’s 

called middle knowledge. This is not knowledge of the future which is simple 

foreknowledge. Middle knowledge is God’s knowledge of what every possible person 

would freely do in any set of circumstances God might place him in. This was an account 

developed by the Jesuit theologian Luis Molina, and so it’s called a Molinist account, 

after Molina. You want to ask: Does the Molinist account that you’re offering emphasize 

God’s glory in the way that the Calvinist theologian wants to? I would answer, yes, 

definitely, because Molina has a very, very strong emphasis upon divine sovereignty and 

how God is free to create any world that is feasible for him, and that God is glorified 

through this. What I don’t understand is how the Calvinist can think that God is glorified 

by sending people to eternal hell that he could have saved had he wanted to. I don’t think 

that glorifies God. I think that impugns the character of God. It does seem to make God 

cruel and unloving that he would actually prefer to send people to hell that he could have 

just as easily saved. So I’m not saying that the Calvinist cannot offer a solution to the 

problem of religious pluralism, but I’m defending a different solution, as you say a 

Molinist solution, which assumes that we do have free will. And this is a Christian 

option, as someone earlier said. I think this is a biblical option and therefore 

unobjectionable on theological grounds. And I think philosophically it makes good sense 

of why we find ourselves in a world in which some people never hear the Gospel and are 

lost. I’m not attacking the Calvinist view (though I’ve said some very critical things here 

in response to questions); I’m just offering a different solution. 

Student: What’s the difference between particularism and exclusivity? 

Dr. Craig: OK, you want to know the difference between Christian particularism and 

Christian exclusivism. There isn’t any difference. They’re the same view under different 

labels. I initially called this view Christian exclusivism, but I think that that label is 

emotionally loaded and pejorative. Exclusivism sounds like some elite group that is 

excluding these less desirable, undeserving people, and that’s not at all the Christian 

view.417 The Christian view is that God wants everyone to be saved. He loves all persons, 

and therefore gives his grace to everybody. This is an open-ended offer. It’s not 
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excluding people. That is why I switched. I adopted the language of particularism under 

the influence of my former pastor, Phil Roberts, who uses the word “particularism” as the 

opposite of “universalism.” I think that’s right. Universalism is the view that everyone 

will be saved. Particularism is the view that some people will be saved but not 

everybody. So particularism is the better label for the view opposite to universalism than 

exclusivism is. Good question. 

Student: I understand your position on people freely rejecting the Gospel, but could you 

go into more detail about those who never have an opportunity to hear it in the first place 

apart from general revelation. 

Dr. Craig: We’ll get into that in a minute, but right now we’re showing that the first 

assumption is wrong and that therefore the argument fails. The argument is fallacious 

whatever you want to say about those who have never heard. The point is that even if 

God were to create a world in which there are no unevangelized, a world in which 

everyone hears the Gospel, you cannot assume that that would be a world of universal 

salvation because despite those advantages some people might freely resist God’s grace 

and be lost. 

STOP DISCUSSION 

Let’s move on to the second assumption. Is it necessarily true? This is the assumption 

that if God is all-loving he prefers a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is 

freely saved. Is that assumption necessarily true? Well, let’s think about it. Let’s suppose, 

for the sake of argument, that there are possible worlds that are feasible for God in which 

everybody hears the Gospel and freely accepts it. So let’s suppose that there are feasible 

worlds of universal salvation that are available to God. Would God’s being all-loving 

compel him to prefer one of these worlds of universal salvation over a world in which 

some people are lost? Not necessarily, because the worlds in which there is universal 

salvation might have other overriding deficiencies which make them less preferable. For 

example, suppose that the only worlds in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely 

saved are worlds that have only a handful of people in them (say three or four). But if 

God were to create any more people then at least one of them would have freely rejected 

the Gospel and been lost. Must God prefer one of these sparsely populated worlds over a 

world in which multitudes of people freely believe in the Gospel and are saved even 

though that implies that some persons freely reject his grace and so are lost? I think that’s 

far from obvious. So long as God gives sufficient grace for salvation to every human 

person that he creates, God, I think, is no less loving for preferring one of these more 

populous worlds even if that means that he knew that some people would freely reject his 

every effort to save them and would be damned. So the pluralist’s second assumption, I 

think, is also not necessarily true, and so the argument is doubly fallacious. Not only is 



the first hidden assumption false, but the second hidden assumption also seems to be 

false. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: God is not willing any should perish; he prefers that world. But a little reversion 

back to the Calvinist thing, I think these things exist in tension.418 Anytime you put time 

and space into the situation this is problematic. I see the Calvinist-Arminian thing as 

existing in tension. But, at any rate, if God created such a world that means . . . if he only 

created people he knew we’re going to believe then he would not give life to those that 

didn’t believe. So the question is: is it not loving to give life even to those that would not 

believe and be separated and not to annihilate them after they were put into hell because 

that would give them non-existence over a whole spectrum? Is that more loving to give 

them non-existence than to give them an existence even if it’s separated from God? 

Dr. Craig: That’s a good question. When you think about it, there’s an infinite number of 

people that God has refrained from creating. Right? Because he could have created any 

sort of possible world with different people in it. Therefore there are just infinite myriads 

of possible persons that God could have created but he refrained from doing so. I don’t 

think we’d want to say that he’s unloving for not creating those people. So I’m not 

inclined to go in that direction because then it would tend to imply that God is all-loving 

because he’s refrained from creating some people he could have created. 

Student: It seems to me that the Bible deals with this question in the book of Jeremiah 

and his potter’s wheel very interestingly (I know of no other word for it). When asked 

about it, Jeremiah said, Does the clay have the right to tell the potter how to make it? But 

he doesn’t answer the question. He just raises the question for you to face, for us to face. 

In other words, do we really have the right to tell God you can’t be a loving God and do 

that? It seems to me that Jeremiah’s point is well-taken; we need to look at ourselves and 

say, Who do we think we are? I mean, we can’t tell God how to create the universe. We 

can only look at what he’s done and send men to the moon because we can decipher his 

physics formulas. But we can’t get along with each other. I mean, we’re going to blow 

this whole world to pieces in a short period of time if we’re not careful. 

Dr. Craig: All right. Let me respond to that. This is a very same issue that I encountered 

in the study of the atonement; namely when people say it would be unjust of God to 

punish an innocent person like Christ. The question is raised that you raised – who are we 

to say what is just and unjust? It is God himself who determines what is just and unjust 

through his commands. Moral duties arise from divine commandments, and God doesn’t 

command himself to do anything. So God doesn’t have any moral duties to fulfill. In that 
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case it’s very difficult to accuse God of acting unjustly because he himself is the standard 

of justice. However, in dealing with this issue in the atonement, what I pointed out is that 

the critic here can simply say, But wait a minute. God can’t do anything inconsistent with 

his own nature. And so if you affirm that God is by nature just, then it’s perfectly 

legitimate to say he cannot do something that is unjust, that is say, inconsistent with his 

own nature. Similarly here, we have affirmed in assumption A that God is all-powerful 

and all-loving. These are essential properties of God. So God cannot do something that is 

inconsistent with his own nature – with being all-loving. If a person says, God defines 

what is all-loving and what is not all-loving, the difficulty there is that then to affirm that 

God is loving becomes something different than what we mean by the word “loving.” In 

that case it’s not true that God is loving.419 He’s not all-loving in the way in which we use 

that word. God has a nature that is quite different from what we mean when we say that 

someone is all-loving. I think that kind of equivocation on terms like “just” and “loving” 

is something that we ought not to embrace. I think we want to say that when we mean 

that God is just we mean he is just in the way in which we understand that term – just. 

And when we say he’s loving we mean he’s loving in the way in which we understand 

that term. Otherwise God could be a moral monster and yet you would say he’s loving 

and just by his definition but it’s totally different than what we mean. So I don’t want to 

go down that route in responding to the religious pluralist. I want to agree that God is all-

loving in the way in which we understand that term, but that doesn’t mean that he prefers 

a world in which there is universal salvation over a world in which some people are lost 

because those worlds of universal salvation might have other overriding decisions. All 

things being equal, God would prefer a world in which everybody is saved. Right. But if 

there are overriding deficiencies in these feasible worlds of universal salvation then that 

could make them less preferable. I gave one example of what such an overriding 

deficiency might be – under-population. But there could be others, as well. For that 

reason I don’t think this second assumption is necessarily true, which is what it has to be 

for the pluralist’s argument to go through. 

END DISCUSSION 

In summary, neither of the pluralist’s hidden assumptions seems to be necessarily true. 

So unless the pluralist can come up with some other hidden assumptions – some other 

premises – I don’t think we have any reason to think that A and B are, in fact, logically 

incompatible with each other. 

Now, we can actually push this argument a step further. I want to argue that we can show 

that A and B are consistent with each other. Not only has the pluralist failed to show 
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they’re inconsistent, I think we can show that they are consistent, and that’s what we’ll 

try to do next week.420 
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Lecture 50: Pushing the Defense  
For Christian Particularism Further 

 

Last time I argued that the religious pluralist has failed to show any inconsistency 

between the beliefs that God is all-powerful and all-loving and that some people 

nevertheless do not hear the Gospel and are lost. The religious pluralist has failed to show 

that there is a world which is feasible for God to create which involves universal 

salvation but without overriding disadvantages, and therefore the pluralist’s argument 

fails. 

Now, before we proceed, I want to respond to an objection that was raised on Facebook 

by one of our Internet members of the class. He said, Wait a minute! I can prove that 

there is a feasible world available to God in which everyone always freely does the right 

thing and doesn’t have overriding disadvantages; namely, heaven! That’s what heaven 

is! God could simply create heaven without all of the run-up to it. I think that this 

objection begs the question first of all by assuming that there is freedom to sin in heaven 

(which is not at all obvious). But that’s not the most fundamental problem with the 

objection. The fundamental problem with the objection is that it just assumes that you can 

sort of take a segment out of a possible world like the actual world and create it on its 

own as a possible world in its own right, and that all of the same counterfactuals of 

freedom about how people would behave in the first world will also be true in the second 

world. That is simply a fallacious assumption. Once you create that segment all on its 

own in isolation that’s a new possible world, and it may have a very different set of 

counterfactuals about how people would freely behave in various circumstances. You 

can’t just assume they would do the same things that they do in the actual world. So this 

assumption is based upon a misunderstanding of possible worlds and thinking that you 

can sort of pluck certain people out of the possible world or the actual world and create a 

new isolated world in which everything would be the same in terms of how they would 

choose under various circumstances. So the objector, I think, has failed to show that there 

is a world feasible for God that involves universal salvation that doesn’t have other 

overriding disadvantages to it. 

But we can push the argument a notch further. I think that we can show positively that it 

is entirely possible for God to be all-loving and all-powerful and yet for some people 

never to hear the Gospel and to be lost. As a good and loving God, God wants as many 

people as possible to be saved and as few as possible to be lost. So his goal is to create an 

optimal balance between saved and lost where an optimal balance will be one that 

considers both the ratio between saved and unsaved and also the absolute numbers 

involved of saved and unsaved. And it’s possible that the actual world (which, remember, 



includes not only the past and the present but also the future) has such an optimal 

balance. It’s possible that in order to create this many people who will be saved God also 

had to create this many people who will be lost. It’s possible that had God created a 

world in which fewer people go to hell that even fewer people would have gone to 

heaven. It’s possible that in order to achieve a multitude of saints God also had to bear 

with a multitude of sinners. 

Somebody might object at this point that an all-loving God would not create people who 

he knew will be lost but who would have been saved if only they had heard the Gospel.421 

But how do we know that there are any such people? It’s reasonable, I think, to assume 

that many people who never hear the Gospel wouldn’t have believed in the Gospel even 

if they had heard it. Suppose then that God has so providentially ordered the world that 

all of the people who never hear the Gospel are precisely such people. In that case, 

anybody who never hears the Gospel and is lost would have rejected the Gospel and been 

lost even if he had heard it. No one could stand before God on the Judgment Day and 

complain, All right, God, so I didn’t respond to your general revelation in nature and 

conscience, but if only I’d heard the Gospel then I would have believed. And God will 

say, No, I knew that even if you had heard the Gospel you would not have believed it, and 

therefore my judgment of you on the basis of nature and conscience is neither unfair nor 

unloving. Thus it’s possible that: 

C. God has created a world which has an optimal balance between saved and lost, and 

those who never hear the Gospel and are lost would not have believed it even if they had 

heard it. 

Now, is C true? God knows! At least if he has middle knowledge. But as long as C is 

even possibly true it shows that there is no inconsistency between an all-loving, all-

powerful God and some people’s never hearing the Gospel and being lost. So on the basis 

of this proposition we’re now prepared to offer possible answers – and I want to 

emphasize possible answers – to those three difficult questions that prompted our inquiry. 

Let me take them in reverse order, beginning with the third question. 

Number three was: Why didn’t God create a world in which everybody freely believes 

the Gospel and is saved? Answer: It may not be feasible for God to create such a world. 

If such a world were feasible then all else being equal God would have created such a 

world. But given his will to create free creatures, God had to accept that some would 

freely reject him and his every effort to save them and be lost. 

Number two: Why did God even create the world when he knew that so many people 

would not believe the Gospel and be lost? Answer: God wanted to share his love and 
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fellowship with created persons. He knew that that meant that many would freely reject 

him and be lost, but he also knew that many others would freely receive his love and 

grace and be saved. The happiness and blessedness of those who would freely embrace 

God’s love should not be prevented by those who would freely spurn him. Persons who 

would freely reject God and his love should not be allowed to have a sort of veto power 

over which worlds God is free to create. In his mercy God has providentially ordered the 

world in order to achieve an optimal balance between saved and lost by maximizing the 

number of the saved and minimizing the number of the lost. 

Finally, the first question, number one: Why didn’t God bring the Gospel to people who 

he knew would accept it if they heard it even though they reject the light of general 

revelation that they do have?422 Answer: There are no such people! God, in his 

providence, has so arranged the world that those who would respond to the Gospel if they 

heard it are born at a time and place in history where they do hear it. The sovereign God 

has so ordered human history that as the Gospel spreads out from first century Palestine 

he places in its path people who he knew would believe it if they heard it. Once the 

Gospel reaches a people group, God providentially places there persons who he knew 

would respond to the Gospel if they heard it. But in his love and mercy God ensures that 

no one who would believe the Gospel if he heard it is born at a time and place in history 

where he fails to hear it. Those who don’t respond to God’s general revelation in nature 

and conscience and never hear the Gospel wouldn’t have responded to it even if they had 

heard it. Therefore, no one is lost because of historical and geographical accident. 

Anyone who wants or even would want to be saved will be saved. 

Now, these are merely possible answers to the questions that we posed. But so long as 

these answers are even possible they show that there’s no incompatibility between God’s 

being all-loving and all-powerful and some people never hearing the Gospel and being 

lost. Moreover, I find these answers to be attractive because I think they also seem to be 

quite biblical as well as philosophically coherent. In his open-air address to the Athenian 

philosophers gathered on the Areopagus, the apostle Paul declares, according to Luke’s 

record in Acts 17, and I quote: 

The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth 

and . . . gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made 

every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined 

the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so 

that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he 

is not far from each one of us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 
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Now this sounds to me exactly like the conclusion that I arrived at simply on the basis of 

philosophical reflection on this question. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: Your point about how people who don’t accept the Gospel, as you said, 

shouldn’t be allowed to have a veto power over which worlds should be created. Couldn’t 

somebody respond to that it seems almost kind of selfish that you’re kind of gaining 

heaven almost at the expense of people who are damned? 

Dr. Craig: I think that would only be the case if God didn’t love the lost and didn’t 

extend sufficient grace to them to be saved. You’ve got to remember on this view God 

loves the lost. He wants them to be saved. He extends sufficient grace to them to draw 

them to himself. The only reason they are lost is because in their evil hearts they reject 

and repudiate God’s grace and love and every effort to save them. I think people like that 

shouldn’t be allowed to have a veto power over which worlds God is free to create. So, 

no, I don’t see that there’s any sort of selfishness or prejudice exhibited against the lost 

on this account. On the contrary, the lost are such due to their own free choices to 

separate themselves from God forever. And God grieves their loss.423 

Student: Does this account that we’re examining here . . . is this open to the same critique 

that a Calvinist position might also offer? For example, a Calvinist soteriology could be 

critiqued and say that, well, what’s the point of evangelism? That’s a very crude retort 

but is this open to the same critique? 

Dr. Craig: A very, very good question! I want to refer you to some articles on the 

Reasonable Faith website about this. If you look in the section of the website 

ReasonableFaith.org under “Scholarly Articles” there are a series of articles there on 

Christian particularism, and one of them is in response to this critique that was offered by 

William Hasker. I wrote a response to this called, “Should Peter Go to the Mission 

Field?”424 I think what the objection forgets and what Hasker neglected is that even 

though the people who are in an unreached people group wouldn’t have responded to the 

Gospel even if they had heard it, nevertheless through missionary activity we can bring 

the Gospel to that people group such that if we were to do so God would have created 

different people there – people who would respond to the Gospel if they heard it. So 

through missions work and sharing the Gospel we help to maximize the number of the 

saved. So I don’t think that it leads to any sort of diminishment of the call to missions and 

evangelism. On the contrary, what I would argue is that this puts a very positive 

motivation on mission work and sharing our faith. It’s not the negative sort of guilt-
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ridden motivation where, If I don’t share the Gospel they’re going to go to hell and they 

would have been saved and so it’s all on me. Rather it’s a very positive motivation that if 

I go and share the Gospel God will have foreknown this and will have people there ready 

to respond to it when I share it. On this view there are literally divine appointments out 

there waiting for you to share the Gospel because God knew that you would do so and so 

has put people there who will be responsive to it. I find this to be a tremendously positive 

encouragement to missions activity and evangelism. Good question! 

Student: To me, I always like to go back to the first chapter of Romans because when you 

talk about God’s divine nature and his power and all of his attributes and he says this is 

within all man so you are definitively without excuse. To me that’s almost the same as an 

audible hearing if he gives you an ability to know. A favorite example of mine is . . . in 

the late 1800s. He was the one that had elephantitis – the Elephant Man. He was found in 

the most horrible of rainforest type of situation. He was so deformed and they thought he 

was an idiot. He lived in this hovel, and he had a small six-inch Bible from his mother. 

That was all he had. When found, they discovered later that not only had he taught 

himself to read (which I think is God) but he was brilliant. He didn’t live long. They 

thought he was Jack the Ripper, which he wasn’t, so they hid him which was actually a 

very interesting story. But to me, when people talk about if you don’t go or if they’re in 

some horrific place God cannot possibly find them. So I agree with you that he can give 

you a divine appointment. If you don’t go you will miss out on the blessing, but I don’t 

think he could possibly (just based on Romans) lose anybody anywhere if they are in the 

Lamb’s book of life. 

Dr. Craig: I think you really did need to be here last week. It is so difficult when folks 

jump right into the middle of a discussion that's a continuation from before.425 I agree and 

argued that through God’s general revelation in nature and conscience that is described in 

Romans 1 and 2 salvation is universally accessible to all people and therefore no one can 

complain that he had no chance, that he had no opportunity to be saved. Even people 

living, as I said, on the Great Plains a Native American during the Middle Ages before 

missionaries came could be saved through his response to general revelation. But my 

concern was those people who do not respond to general revelation as did the gentleman 

you mentioned and so find themselves condemned before God but who would have 

responded to the Gospel if only the missionaries had arrived on time. If only Jim hadn’t 

been disobedient to share the Gospel with him and had shared the Gospel with him he 

would have been saved but because Jim was disobedient this fellow, due to the accidents 

of history and geography, is forever damned. I find that very difficult so this is the 

solution that I’m proposing. God has so providentially ordered the world that anybody 
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who has only general revelation and rejects it wouldn’t have responded to special 

revelation if he had heard it. So there are no people like Walking Bear that I used to 

illustrate this Native American in my lesson last week. 

Student: Just a couple of quick points. One, your statement in your outline that God has 

created a world which has an optimal balance between saved and lost – it seems to me a 

better term is optimal feasible balance because optimal balance sounds like maybe 60% 

lost-40% saved is considered optimal. I think, based on the New Testament, we would 

say the optimal circumstance is everybody is saved. 

Dr. Craig: Yeah, fair enough. That is what I mean. I’m talking here about of those worlds 

that are feasible for God, he picks one that has an optimal balance. 

Student: The second point is just to reinforce the importance of the issue. The idea that 

some are condemned without having heard of Christ or had the opportunity, is, I think, an 

important challenge that has to be addressed, and one reason is because there are many 

passages in Scripture where it says God is not a respecter of persons, he is not partial 

toward one person as opposed to another. You find it in Romans 2, Galatians 2, 

Ephesians 6, and elsewhere. I don’t think we can just say, as the Calvinist would, the clay 

can’t talk back to the potter because this idea that people who are similarly situated 

should be similarly treated is at the heart or the foundation of the human conscience. 

We’re told that our conscience still has validity after the Fall, Romans 2:15. In fact, just a 

footnote from law, the idea of equal protection of the law has at its heart . . . in fact, many 

courts have said that those who are similarly situated should be similarly treated. I think 

we need to expect that somehow the solution to the fate of the lost has to take that into 

account. 

Dr. Craig: OK, thank you for your comment. 

Student: God partners with us in physical reproduction, thank goodness, as well as 

spiritual reproduction so he partners with us in this. In Revelation 14:6 when there’s great 

tribulation and not as many people to go he has an angel go and proclaim in every tongue 

and to every nation the Gospel. So even God finds that necessary even in those times to 

send the angel even though he knows who would believe. 

Dr. Craig: I want to underline a point that you, I think, are making. I’m not suggesting 

that the world just has by chance this optimal balance. That would be fantastically 

improbable, wouldn’t it? That everybody who doesn’t hear the Gospel would have 

rejected it if they had heard it. That’s absurdly improbable if people are just randomly 

distributed in time and space.426 Rather, the suggestion is that this is a providential 

arrangement by a sovereign God who has so arranged the world that it’s like this. 
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Student: In talking about creating a world where people have the opportunity to reject or 

accept God and then go to heaven, what do you do with our biblical understanding that 

the devil was able to turn away from God even though he wasn’t of this world? Does that 

make sense? 

Dr. Craig: I think I understand the question, and it’s very difficult to answer questions 

about Satan and the angels because there’s so little biblical data to go on. The 

presumption would seem to be that if demons and Satan originated through an angelic fall 

that when they did so this was an irrevocable choice on their part and that’s why there is 

no provision for their salvation. Christ didn’t die for the demons or for Satan. There’s no 

possibility because their fall is irrevocable. In the case of human beings it’s still possible 

for them to respond to God’s grace and be saved. 

Student: I guess my question is then could you say that it’s possible that in whatever 

world God made that there still could have been a Fall? 

Dr. Craig: You could say that in any feasible world that there would be a Fall. In fact, 

that’s what Alvin Plantinga, the great Christian philosopher, calls transworld depravity. 

He compares this to the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity. He says maybe every world 

that is feasible for God is a world in which creatures fall into sin and therefore there is 

this thing called transworld depravity. Now certainly there are possible worlds where 

creatures don’t fall into sin, but those worlds wouldn’t be feasible for God. 

Student: Way before in Genesis there are already two kinds of people: the line of Seth 

(they build an altar and call upon the name of the Lord) and the line of Cain (they went 

about building their cities). The Fall is a nature of people’s conscience where one that 

seeks God as the reference of goodness and wisdom and all that as a basis of life, and the 

other line seeks to maximize self-benefit. So like the tree of life and the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil, that separates people’s conscience which line that they go 

for. The Gospel was not revealed way back then but yet people already exhibit their 

inclination to either see God as the reference of life or to seek their personal benefit. So 

Jesus came as the ultimate sacrifice that is not looking for myself and benefit but look for 

God’s best. People that had that inclination to call upon the name of the Lord will never 

reject this kind of goodness. But the other kind will always reject this. 

Dr. Craig: I think you’re making a good point; let me interrupt you in the interest of time. 

Somebody might say, But what about people who do respond to general revelation and 

conscience in a positive way but if they were to hear the Gospel they would reject it and 

be lost? Then bringing the Gospel would be bad news to these people. It would bring 

about their damnation. Here I want to agree with you – anyone who senses the voice of 

God in nature and conscience and is responding to it will sense the voice of God in 

special revelation when he hears it and will respond to it in a salvific way. So we need 



not fear that by sharing the Gospel with unreached people groups we will do anything to 

their detriment. On the contrary, as I said earlier, it could only help to maximize the 

number of those who are saved. 

END DISCUSSION 

What we will do next time is extend the analysis. I’ve argued that this shows that it’s 

entirely possible that God is all-loving and all-powerful and yet some people never hear 

the Gospel and are lost. Someone might respond, All right, Dr. Craig, your solution is 

possible, but nevertheless it’s highly improbable. It is improbable that that’s the way 

things are. We’ll take up that objection next week.427 
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Lecture 51: Wrapping Up The Discussion  
on Christian Particularism 

Today we’re going to wrap up our discussion of Christian particularism. I think the 

lesson will be fairly short today because we’re right near the end of this section, and I 

don’t want to begin a new section midway through the class, but put that off until next 

Sunday. 

To recap what we’ve seen so far, we’ve seen that many people think that the religious 

diversity in the world presents a significant challenge to the truth of salvation through 

Christ alone. After clearing away some fallacious objections to Christian particularism, 

we saw that the central problem involves the fate of those who lie outside the orbit of the 

Gospel, who never hear the Gospel of Christ and so do not have a chance to respond to it. 

How will God judge them? In particular we saw that those who reject the light of general 

revelation in nature and conscience that is available to all persons but who would have 

freely believed in the Gospel if only they had heard it present a real agonizing problem 

for Christian particularism. It would seem that their damnation or salvation hinges upon 

the accidents of history and geography. They just happen to have the bad luck through no 

fault of their own to be born at the wrong time and place in history where they do not get 

to hear the Gospel. But if they had heard it then they would have been saved. God’s 

judgment of such persons on the basis of general revelation in nature and conscience is 

certainly just, but would an all-loving God allow people to be eternally lost simply 

because of historical and geographical accident? That’s the challenge. 

As we looked at this so-called soteriological problem of evil in more detail, we saw that, 

like the philosophical problem of evil, the argument seems to be that Christian 

particularism involves an internal contradiction or inconsistency. Namely, the Christian 

particularist believes on the one hand that God is all-powerful and all-loving and yet he 

also believes on the other hand that some people never hear the Gospel and are lost. The 

religious pluralist says that these two statements are logically incompatible with each 

other. But since there is no explicit contradiction between these two statements the 

religious pluralist must be making some hidden assumptions that would bring out the 

contradiction and make it explicit. We saw that those assumptions appear to be, first of 

all, that if God is all-powerful then he can create just any world that he wants to. 

Secondly, if God is all-loving then he would prefer a world of universal salvation over a 

world in which some people are lost. In order for the argument of the religious pluralist to 

be valid both of those hidden assumptions need to be necessarily true. As we examined 

them we saw that, in fact, neither of them seems to be necessarily true. 

With regard to the first assumption, God’s being all-powerful doesn’t mean that he can 

do the logically impossible, and it is logically impossible to make people freely do 



something. Therefore it’s possible that in any world of free creatures that God might 

create, these free creatures (some of them at least) would go wrong and reject his grace 

and salvation and so be lost forever. Such worlds where everyone would freely receive 

Christ and be saved therefore may be infeasible for God. Given the way people would 

freely behave it may be that there is no world of universal salvation that is feasible for 

God.428 Therefore God’s being all-powerful doesn’t mean that he can create just any old 

world that he would like. 

Secondly, we also saw that God’s being all-loving doesn’t guarantee that he prefers a 

world of universal salvation over a world in which some people are freely lost. Certainly, 

all things being equal, God would prefer a world of universal salvation, but how do we 

know that all things are equal? It may be that the worlds that involve universal salvation 

that are feasible for God (if there are any) have other overriding deficiencies that make 

them less preferable. Since that’s certainly possible it follows that the assumption of the 

religious pluralist is not necessarily true that an all-loving God would prefer a world of 

universal salvation over a world in which some people are freely lost. 

So the argument of the religious pluralist is invalid. Neither of its critical assumptions is 

necessarily true. 

Last week we pushed the argument a notch further and argued that we can actually prove 

that it is entirely consistent that God be all-loving and all-powerful and some people 

never hear the Gospel and be lost. What we need to do is simply to find a statement 

which is compatible with the first one and entails the second one. This was the 

proposition C on your outline which goes like this: God has created a world that has an 

optimal balance between saved and lost, and those who never hear the Gospel and are lost 

would not have believed the Gospel even if they had heard it. Now, is C true? God 

knows! We don’t know whether C is true or not, but what we can say is that as long as it 

is possible it proves that there’s no inconsistency between God’s being all-powerful and 

all-loving and some people never hearing the Gospel and being lost. That is a succinct 

recap of where we’ve been so far. 

Today in our final section, I want to discuss a further move that the religious pluralist 

might make with regard to this argument. The religious pluralist at this point might admit 

that it is possible that God is all-loving and all-powerful and yet some people never hear 

the Gospel and are lost. But he would say nevertheless these two statements are highly 

improbable with respect to each other. It is highly improbable that if God is all-powerful 

and all-loving that some people never hear the Gospel and are lost. 
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Why might he think that the two propositions are improbable with respect to each other? 

He might note that people by and large seem to believe in the religion of the culture in 

which they are born and raised. But in that case, the pluralist might argue, it’s highly 

probable that many of those who never hear the Gospel would have believed in the 

Gospel if they had been born and raised in a Christian culture. If they had not been raised 

in the culture in which they find themselves but instead, say, be born in 20th century 

America and raised in a Christian home then they would have believed the Gospel and 

been saved. So the hypothesis C that I’ve suggested, though possible, is nevertheless 

highly implausible. It’s highly improbable that all of those who never hear the Gospel 

and are lost would not have believed in it if they had heard it. 

I think we can agree that it would indeed be fantastically improbable that just by 

happenstance alone it turned out that all of those who never hear the Gospel and are lost 

would not have believed in the Gospel even if they had heard it. But that is not the 

hypothesis. The hypothesis is not that this happened by accident, rather the hypothesis is 

that a provident, sovereign God has so arranged the world.429 Given a God who is 

endowed with the knowledge of how every possible person would freely respond in any 

situation in which he finds himself (and this as someone noted the other week is called 

middle knowledge – if you need a review of that go back to our section in this class on 

divine omniscience where we talked about God’s middle knowledge) – but given God’s 

knowledge of how every person would freely respond to his grace in any circumstance in 

which God might place him, it’s not at all implausible that God has ordered the world in 

the way that I have described. Such a world wouldn’t look outwardly any different than a 

world in which a person’s circumstances of birth are just a matter of happenstance. 

We can agree that people generally adopt the religion of the culture in which they’re born 

and raised. Therefore, if many of those who never hear the Gospel had been born in 

Christian cultures they would have probably become at least nominally or culturally 

Christian. But that’s not to say that they would have been saved. It’s a simple empirical 

fact that there are no distinguishing psychological or sociological traits between persons 

who become Christians and persons who do not become Christians. There’s no way to 

predict accurately based on psychological profiling or sociological factors whether or not 

a person will become a Christian and under what circumstances he would do so. Since a 

world that is providentially ordered by God in the way that I’ve described, there is no 

way to tell that the hypothesis that I’ve suggested is improbable. Apart from a 

demonstration that middle knowledge is improbable, I do not see how one could prove 

that it’s improbable that a provident God has so arranged the world as I’ve described 

since such a world would look outwardly identical to a world in which the circumstances 
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of a person’s birth are a matter of historical and geographical accident. I don’t know of 

any good demonstration or argument that it’s improbable that God should have this sort 

of middle knowledge. So I do not think that the solution that I proposed can be indicted 

either as being improbable or implausible. 

START DISCUSSION 

Student: I want to use a different perspective to recap what you’re saying. Maybe it’s 

more tangible for us to understand. We can use Newton’s law of an object that is set in 

motion will continue in that motion unless there’s a external force. Let me draw the 

connection. God is good and he has sent his goodness into motion when he created the 

world. Yet the sin is all the friction and all the external things that stop that goodness. So 

a person, if they cannot accept that there is no goodness, all the goodness can be stopped 

by external force, then they will . . . I mean a person cannot accept that they will project 

in faith with all the things . . . basically Jesus said this counterforce against the 

friction . . . the Gospel is the one that kind of propelled the goodness. So each person can, 

by faith, accept this counter-friction message. Or they have to accept that goodness will 

just eventually be eliminated because of the sin. So the so-called middle knowledge is 

one’s desire and alignment to see God’s goodness continue. 

Dr. Craig: I can’t resist asking Brad if he thought that was easier to understand than what 

I said. [laughter] Okay, we can draw this analogy of the force and the friction and the 

friction is like sin that impedes the goodness of God. That’s fine.430 But I’m not sure that 

the analogy captures the problem that I’m addressing, and that problem is this. What 

about people, who through the friction of their own sin and stubbornness, resist God’s 

goodness that they have perceived but who under different circumstances would not have 

resisted it but received that counter-friction, that counter-force, and so be saved. That’s 

the problem, it seems to me. It’s this what I would call counterfactual problem. People 

who resist God and are lost but who would not have resisted him and been lost if they had 

been in other circumstances. Those are the people that I’m really wrestling with and 

troubled about. So I think that while one can develop other sorts of analogies like this 

you’ve got to have an analogy that will capture the problem and then provide a solution 

to it. 

Student: Maybe a bridge between two of them is man moved away from God and we see 

this movement from the Garden go east of Eden then they go to Babel and they want to 

build a tower that exceeds the height of the flood. This is moving away from God. And 

also moving east toward Sodom and Gomorrah, not that there’s anything wrong with 

going east but it’s figurative of man’s moving away from God. So these cultures became 

what they are because man moved away from God. If you take India, for example, you 
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have a Christian minority, Sikhs, and Muslims but the dominant religion is Hinduism. 

That’s 1200 BC. Before they were Hindus they were something else. But the idea is 

they’ve moved away initially starting with Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve had the 

revelation and the relationship with God. It’s man who’s moved. So some of these 

explanations are ways of dealing with this and has to take into account that man has 

moved away from God and established these entities and these cultures. That would be, I 

think, an augment to what we’re saying here. 

Dr. Craig: I certainly want to agree that man in rebellion against God plunges himself 

into darkness and that some cultures are morally reprobate and very dark indeed. But I 

have to insist, I hope people are understanding the problem that I’m wrestling with in this 

class, and that is: what about the Hindu living in India who never hears the Gospel and so 

is damned because he doesn’t respond to God’s general revelation in nature and 

conscience but who would have been saved if only the missionaries had gotten there 

earlier? His condemnation – here I think you are right – is certainly just when judged by 

the standards of general revelation of nature and conscience. That person’s condemnation 

and punishment is just. But would an all-loving God allow a person to be justly 

condemned because of the accidents of history and geography? Basically what I’m saying 

is: given divine providence, there are no accidents of history and geography! As Paul 

says in Acts 17, God determined the exact times that people should live and the exact 

places that they should live and he did this with a view toward their salvation – that they 

would reach out and feel after him and he says perhaps find him because he’s not far 

from every one of us. So, again, the question is not: is their condemnation just? Because 

as you rightly point out they have separated themselves from God. The question is: would 

an all-loving and all-powerful God allow people like this to be lost due to historical and 

geographical accident?431 

Student: I want to preface this with saying that I actually 100% agree with what you’ve 

put forth and actually reteach it often myself. My question is the other solution to this: is 

it incompatible with God’s loving nature? We see all the time throughout the world that 

people are affected by other people’s sin. And it’s no fault of their own. I mean innocent 

people are harmed all the time. They’re murdered. People’s sin doesn’t always just affect 

themselves. It affects everyone around them, and it affects innocent people all the time. 

So I feel like that’s demonstrated with what we can view today. Do you believe that it’s 

incompatible – the situation of people not hearing about Christ and therefore not being 

saved because of the sins of others for not going to tell them is actually incompatible with 

a loving God? Because I agree with what you’re putting forth. I just want to make that 

clear. I think that’s more likely the case, but is it absolutely incompatible that because of 
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people’s sin people don’t hear and therefore they go to hell. Because I feel like innocent 

people are affected by other people’s sin all the time. 

Dr. Craig: Do you grasp what his question is? What he’s saying is that the historical and 

geographical accidents involved in a person’s salvation are not just the circumstances and 

time at which he was born but will include things like people’s obedience to the 

missionary call and their going out to share the Gospel. Think of the corruption and the 

degradation in the medieval European church. If the church had been obedient to New 

Testament Christianity and the teachings of Jesus instead of the centuries of corruption 

and darkness that existed in the medieval church, maybe many of these people would 

have been reached that we’re thinking about today. So he is asking: do I think that it 

would be incompatible with God’s love for God to allow people to be condemned simply 

because the medieval church, for example, was disobedient and didn’t go to them with 

the Gospel? While I’m reluctant to make an incompatibility claim, because that is such a 

strong claim, it certainly does seem to me to be improbable. Given God’s love and his 

will that all people be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth, it’s very hard for me 

to think that God would allow people to go to hell simply because the Christian church 

was irresponsible or disobedient to missionary activity. So that would be my response to 

this. 

Student: I was wondering if we’re perhaps underestimating the power of God’s ability to 

minister apart from missionaries and apart from the church. I hear all the time tons of 

stories about folks in the Middle East who have never encountered a Christian before 

seeing a white light and having visions of Jesus. I wonder if perhaps we’re 

overestimating man’s involvement in that and underestimating God’s general revelation. 

Dr. Craig: I think that’s a very fair comment. God could reach out in special ways to 

people who do not hear the Gospel by giving them visions or dreams. We certainly have 

biblical examples of God speaking to people in visions and dreams. But I’m assuming a 

sort of worst-case scenario where communicating with people by visions and dreams 

wouldn’t give enough content unless they’ve at least heard of Christ in some way. Please 

understand that by stating the objection as hard as I can, it makes the answer all the more 

powerful. If we can state the objection with maximum difficulty and answer it, then 

you’re quite right! It will be all the easier if we are found to be underestimating God’s 

power and we can take into account dreams and visions and other things of that sort. That 

will make it easier for us. So I’m quite open and happy for that sort of factor to be 

considered as well. 



Student: I’m still really struggling with understanding. It just really sounds to me like 

some people are created for damnation.432 I don’t think that’s what you’re saying, but 

that’s what I’m hearing and I’m really struggling against that. 

Dr. Craig: I fully appreciate the difficulty of understanding this, and thank you for asking 

for a clarification. Professional philosophers have misunderstood this as well, so you’re 

in good company (if it’s good to be in the company of philosophers!). What’s critical to 

understand is that the propositions that are at issue here are contingent. They’re not 

necessary. Take a proposition like, “If I were rich, I would buy a Mercedes.” That may be 

true. That could be a true proposition in the actual world that if I were rich I would buy a 

Mercedes. But that doesn’t belong to my nature. There are possible worlds in which 

different counterfactuals are true. Like in some other possible world, if I were rich I 

would buy a BMW, or if I were rich I would donate all my money to Doctors Without 

Borders, or something of that sort. So don’t think that these counterfactuals are 

necessarily true or belong to the person’s nature. It is contingent that a person would 

reject Christ in any circumstances that God placed him in. In other possible worlds he 

might be very amenable to the Gospel and could receive Christ if he were in those 

possible worlds because a different set of counterfactuals would be true. So it doesn’t 

belong to a person’s nature. This is not any kind of fatalism. 

Student: I have a question about a specific subset of people who are exposed to accidents 

of history and never hear, and that’s for infant or child mortality. Traditionally I’ve been 

taught that there is an age of accountability, and there’s kind of an exception there. I’m 

not sure if there’s significant scriptural evidence to overcome this middle knowledge 

solution that you proposed, and if so does that open the door for another solution rather 

than middle knowledge for tribes who have never heard or the kind of the missionary 

scenario we’ve been discussing? 

Dr. Craig: I don’t advocate a middle knowledge solution for the problem of people who 

die as infants. Sometimes people will say God judges people who die as infants on the 

basis of what they would have done if they had grown up. I think God knows that. That 

would be middle knowledge. He knows what that person would have done if he had 

grown up under such and such circumstances. The problem with that is that I don’t think 

you can be held morally responsible for something you never do. If I had been born in 

Nazi Germany I might have been a member of the Hitler Youth and became a Nazi 

criminal, but I didn’t and so God isn’t going to condemn me for what I would have done 

but never did do. And similarly with respect to those who die in infancy. So I’m more 

inclined to say that on the basis of Jesus’ attitude toward children when he says, Suffer 

the little children to come to me for such is the Kingdom of Heaven, that God’s grace is 
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extended to those who died in infancy and they will be saved. Would there be an 

application of that to those who never hear? I suppose you could say theoretically that 

those who never hear are like the infants and they are therefore all saved, but that just 

seems crazy. We know that they do have general revelation and that they are condemned 

for their failure to live up to general revelation – Romans chapter one.  Moreover that 

would make – as somebody asked the other day – the Gospel bad news, indeed. All of 

these unevangelized people would be saved but when the Gospel comes to them then 

many of them would be lost. So the Gospel would be the source of their condemnation 

and damnation rather than salvation, and that can’t be right. So I’m not inclined to extend 

this solution about infants who have no cognitive ability to grasp any revelation from 

God to persons who are responsible adults who have God’s general revelation but 

suppress it in unrighteousness and wickedness.433 

Student: In Matthew 11:23 there’s an example where Jesus is speaking to the people of 

Capernaum and he says, You’ll be brought down to Hades for if the mighty works which 

were done in you had been done in Sodom it would remained until this day. He’s dealing 

with a counterfactual here, and he doesn’t exactly say they would come to salvation but 

he does say that their judgment would be different if the historical circumstances had 

been different. Does that apply to salvation? How does that impact this argument you’re 

making? 

Dr. Craig: That passage was one of the favorite prooftexts of the proponents of middle 

knowledge. They would use that passage as well as the example of David in Keilah when 

he is using the ephod as a divining device as to whether Saul will come down if he 

remains in the city. The incident in 1 Samuel with David and then this verse about the 

cities in which Jesus preached that were hard and unrepentant compared to Sodom and 

Gomorrah were often used to prove that God has middle knowledge. I am not persuaded 

that the passage in Matthew is a good prooftext for middle knowledge, however. I think 

it’s more plausible to think that this is religious hyperbole on Jesus’ part. He often would 

use hyperbolic language in his teaching, and I think it’s a way of saying to the people in 

Bethsaida and Capernaum that they are really rotten people, they are really evil, hard-

hearted people because they haven’t repented. If Jesus’ miracles have been done in 

Sodom and Gomorrah they would have repented. I don’t think that’s a serious piece of 

middle knowledge but it’s probably just religious hyperbole. But if you do take it literally 

and not hyperbolically then that would be a verse opposite the position that I’ve 

suggested here. It would be a verse that would suggest that a person’s salvation or 

damnation might be contingent upon these sorts of historical factors. 
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Student: Speaking of necessary and contingent truths, I think that a lot of the solution to 

the problem here relates to middle knowledge which from what I know is kind of 

controversial in theology – as to whether God actually has middle knowledge. So I have 

two questions along those lines. First of all, when considering that kind of optimal 

balance between those who are saved and those who are not saved and the claim that for 

those who never received the Gospel at all, never hear about the Gospel, those are the 

people who, had they heard about the Gospel, would not have believed anyway. That 

statement requires that God has middle knowledge. That seems like a necessary condition 

for the statement being true that God must have middle knowledge. If God has middle 

knowledge as part of his omniscience and therefore is necessary, it would be a necessary 

property. So couldn’t the person say God doesn’t have middle knowledge and therefore 

the claim that there is this optimal balance is necessarily false? 

Dr. Craig: This is a middle knowledge solution to the problem posed by religious 

pluralism. If you don’t believe in middle knowledge then you’re welcome to develop 

your own solution. But for my part, I find this to be the most plausible solution to the 

problem. I don’t know of any good objections to middle knowledge. I think that it is part 

of divine omniscience, and therefore, as you say, belongs to God’s nature to have middle 

knowledge. In my published work on this, I, in fact, call this a middle knowledge solution 

to the problem of the exclusivity of salvation through Christ. So this is founded upon this 

doctrine of middle knowledge. 

END DISCUSSION 

Let me just wrap up in the moment remaining. I don’t think therefore that religious 

pluralists have been able to show any logical inconsistency in the doctrine that Christ 

alone is the way of salvation. On the contrary, I think we’ve been able to show that such a 

position is not only logically coherent but even plausible and biblical as well.434 

Therefore, mankind’s religious diversity, I think, does not undermine the Gospel of 

salvation through Christ alone. In fact, on the contrary, I think that what we’ve said puts 

the proper perspective on Christian missions and evangelism. It’s our duty to proclaim 

the Gospel to the entire world knowing that God has so providentially arranged the world 

that as we go out sharing the Gospel there will be people that he has placed in our path 

who are ready to receive the Gospel when they hear it. So our compassion toward those 

in other world religions is not shown by pretending that they are not lost and dying 

without Christ but rather by our supporting and making every effort ourselves to share 

with them the life-giving message of the Gospel of Christ.435 
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