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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 1
The Person, Deity, and Humanity of Christ
Introduction
Today we are beginning a new section of the class. We have been surveying Christian
doctrine and we looked at, first of all, Doctrine of Revelation (or Doctrine of Scripture),
and then for a long time we talked about the Doctrine of God. We finally brought that to a
close last time with our discussion of the Trinity. Now we are turning to a new section,
which is called the Doctrine of Christ. This is what is called Christology among
theologians. Here we will be looking at Christ’s person and work.

The Person of Christ
What we want first of all to talk about is the person of Christ – who is Jesus Christ from a
Christian perspective? We want first of all to look at some Scriptural data concerning the
person of Christ. Here we find that as we look at the New Testament that the New
Testament teaches that Jesus is both truly God and truly man.

Deity of Jesus
First, the Scriptures teach that Jesus is truly God. Here I would simply refer you to the
lectures that we had in our discussion of the Trinity, where I showed from the New
Testament that Jesus is ascribed the attributes of deity, that he is called Lord (the name of
God in the Old Testament), and that he is even called ho theos (God) in certain passages
in the New Testament. So rather than review all of those, I will simply refer you back to
our lessons on the Trinity and the deity of the second person of the Trinity.
A nice summary of this comes in Paul’s letter to the Philippians 2:5-8 where Paul says,
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.
There you have encapsulated the New Testament doctrine of Christ’s true deity and his
true humanity. He is said to be in the form of God, to have equality with God, but then to
have humbled himself and taken on human form, the likeness of men, and then became
obedient to death on a cross. That is a beautiful passage affirming the deity of Christ and
his incarnation as a human being.

Humanity of Jesus
Not only do the Scriptures teach that Jesus is truly God, but they also teach that he is
truly human. Unfortunately, this aspect of the person of Christ is often under-emphasized
by Christians. I think this is understandable. It is the deity of Christ that cults and

4
Unitarians and Muslims criticize, so naturally we emphasize very, very strongly the deity
of Christ. But the Scripture also emphasizes that Christ is truly human – he is a human
being. Very often persons who are in other religions don’t understand this doctrine. For
example, in my recent debate with Yusuf Ismail in South Africa1 on the person of Christ
or the identity of Jesus, Ismail wanted to call the title of the debate, “Jesus: Is He God or
Man?” That displays a Muslim mentality – it is an either/or proposition; these are
mutually exclusive alternatives. To debate this would be to fall into the very assumption
that the Muslim wants to make, namely that someone can’t be both. It took the longest
time negotiating with him to get the title of the debate changed so that it would be
something like “Jesus: Is He Man or Both God and Man?”2 Finally, he agreed to that. But
it is absolutely critical that we understand that as Christians we affirm the true humanity
of Christ. When Muslims argue with Christians that Jesus is not God, what they typically
do is point to all the passages in the New Testament that display the humanity of Jesus –
his suffering, his weakness, his limited knowledge, his death on the cross. And they say,
“look at all of these indications that he is just a man.” Of course, those only go to prove
that Jesus is a human being, which is exactly what Christians affirm! It is very important
that we not fall into this false dichotomy of Jesus: God or man. We want to affirm his
humanity as strongly as we affirm his deity. So let’s look at some passages in the New
Testament that display the true humanity of Jesus.
First, Jesus experienced a human birth. Luke 2:7, 11: “And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a manger, because there
was no place for them in the inn.” And then the angel says, “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.
He also experienced temptation. Matthew 4:1: “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into
the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” We want to affirm that these were real
temptations. Jesus felt the allure, the attraction, of sin. He was really tempted, the
Scripture says, in all points as we are, and yet he resisted and did so without sin.
Jesus obviously had various physical limitations. Matthew 4:2 goes on to say, “And he
fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterward he was hungry.” So he experienced
physical hunger. John 4:6: “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 had been
walking all morning, and now by noon he is tired. He is exhausted. And he sits down, and
he’s thirsty and then goes on to ask a Samaritan woman for a drink. So Jesus hungered
and thirsted; he felt physical weariness.
Not only was he physically limited, but he was also mentally limited as well. Jesus had
mental limitations. Luke 2:52 speaks of this. This is Jesus as a youth, as a boy: “And
Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man.” He not only
grew physically in stature, but he also increased in wisdom, which shows that he had
mental limitations, and therefore he was able to learn and to increase in wisdom. Also,
Mark 13:32 shows that these limitations were never completely done away with during
his pre-resurrection state. Mark 13:32 is Jesus’ saying on the date of his second coming.
1
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He says, “But of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor
the Son, but only the Father.” If you were to ask Jesus the time of his return, he would tell
you honestly, “I don’t know – only the Father knows the time of my return.” So there
were mental as well as physical limitations.
Of course, there is Jesus’ torture and death. 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.”3 And then later: “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
was clearly mortal; he experienced torture and finally death.
Remarkably, not only did he experience mental and physical limitations, but he also
increased morally as well. He grew morally. Look at Hebrews 5:7-9: 4
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.
So here it speaks of Jesus’ learning obedience through suffering and actually being
morally perfected through the sufferings that he experienced.
Many of us, hearing these sorts of verses, feel uncomfortable – we feel squeamish. We
don’t like this idea that Jesus was truly human. But the church has always affirmed this.
The church fathers were adamant that Jesus was truly a human being and therefore had a
human existence, just like you and me. With physical limitations and mental limitations,
he was not like Superman dressed up like Clark Kent. So often we think of Jesus as God
incarnate as sort of like Superman wearing the clothes of Clark Kent. But his is a genuine
incarnation. He was truly human.
In fact, the Scripture actually condemns people as heretics who deny the true humanity of
Christ. Look at 1 John 4:1-3. Here John warns,
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
spirit of antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the
world already.
Anyone who denies that Jesus Christ has truly come in the flesh, that he has a genuine
human nature, is a heretic – he is anti-Christ – and therefore to be avoided. So the early
church fathers were insistent that we believe both in the true deity of Christ and in the
true humanity of Christ.
Sometimes this can be confusingly expressed by Christians – needlessly so, I think – by
saying that Christ was fully God and fully man – or he was 100% God and 100% man.
Under one interpretation, that sounds like a contradiction. If he was fully man, then there
3
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isn’t any room for deity. You can’t have any other thing besides humanity, if he is fully
man. Or if he is fully God, that seems to exclude his humanity. What these Christians
mean, I think, is not that he was 100% human, or he was 100% God; what they mean is
he was truly God and he was truly human. That is to say, he possessed all of the essential
attributes of deity and in that sense is fully God. He didn’t have just some attributes of
deity; he had all of these essential attributes of deity and therefore was truly God. And he
possessed all the essential attributes of humanity and therefore was truly human. He is
fully human in that sense: that he has all the essential attributes that a human person does.
So understood properly, “fully God and fully man” is unobjectionable; but I think it can
lead to misunderstanding because it sounds contradictory. What we want to say, as the
creeds will say, as we will discover later on, is that Jesus was truly God and truly man; he
had all of the essential properties of humanity and all of the essential properties of deity.5
The question, of course, is: how is this possible? How can anybody be truly human and
truly divine? These do seem to exclude each other. To be truly divine is to be eternal,
omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient. How can Jesus have those properties and yet be
truly human: to be limited in time and space, to be mortal, to have a beginning of his
existence, to be weak, to be ignorant of many things? How in the world can Jesus be both
God and man? That will be the task of systematic theology, to which we will turn next
time.

DISCUSSION
Question: I am not willing to go too far on this human aspect. First of all, Christ’s
incarnation in my opinion was a unique entity. There never has been anything like it and
never anything like it again, as far as we know. One huge quality that he had that no other
human being has ever had was that he was incapable of sin. He was tempted, he felt all
the temptations, but he did not have a sin nature, he was incapable of sin. Also there are
numerous passages where he had supernatural knowledge. Some people believe that the
Holy Spirit supplied all of his supernatural powers. I personally don’t believe that. I don’t
know how much he gave up; there is a few passages where it says specifically the Holy
Spirit empowered him to do things. I personally don’t think the Scriptural evidence
indicates that he gave up all supernatural powers in his incarnation. He knew the thoughts
of others. I think he is a unique entity. You are right, we can’t say he is 100% God; but he
wasn’t 100% human either, because I never knew a human with no sin.
Answer: OK, let’s hang onto those good questions! Those are the kinds of questions we
are going to have to deal with. We certainly agree with you that Christ is unique. There is
no other person who is truly God and truly man. So we all agree with that. But your
questions that you have raised are exactly the kind of tough questions that we are going to
need to address.
Question: I disagree with that, but I had a question. When Jesus was tempted – and you
said he was seriously tempted – he could only be tempted if he was capable of sin. There
would be no reason to tempt him if he was incapable of sin.
5
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Answer: All right, we have an interesting disagreement here! I am not going to try to
settle this in the last 15 seconds. But let’s just note the disagreement because we will
come back to this issue. The first comment says, “He is the second person of the Trinity –
God cannot sin, therefore Christ cannot sin.” This last comment says, “He was genuinely
tempted, which presupposes the ability to sin. How can you be tempted if you are
incapable of sinning?” You are absolutely right to pinpoint this difficult question, and we
will come back to it and talk about it.
Followup: The reason I am hoping I am right is because when I am tempted and I don’t
act on it, I feel like as though I was sinning just by allowing temptation to come upon me.
Answer: Let me say a pastoral comment in closing. I think sometimes a person can be
responsible for being tempted – by channel surfing or walking by the magazine aisle,
where your eyes wander. Certainly that is true. But the act of simply being tempted to do
something wrong is not itself sin. As you say, that is clear from the case of Christ, who
was genuinely tempted and yet did not sin.6

6
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 2
Alexandrian Christology (Monophysitism)
Last time we looked at the Scriptural data concerning the deity and the humanity of Jesus.
We saw that Scripture affirms that Jesus is truly human and that he is truly God, and to
deny either the true humanity of Christ or to deny the true deity of Christ is heretical. An
orthodox view, a biblical view that is to say, of Jesus must affirm that he is truly human
and truly divine.
This leads to the question, “How can this be the case?” How can a person be both truly a
human being and truly God? There arose within the early church a tremendous debate
over the person of Christ which it will be profitable to survey. I find this history to be
even more interesting and more intriguing than the trinitarian debates that preceded it.

Historical Survey

Monophysite vs. Dyophysite Christology
We want to begin our historical survey by looking at the debate between Monophysite
and Dyophysite views of the person of Christ. Monophysitism is the view that Christ has
one nature. Mono means “single” or “one,” and physis means “nature.” So someone who
holds to Monophysitism, or is a Monophysite, holds that Christ had a single nature – a
sort of mixture of humanity and deity – he was a divine-human person. Dyophysitism
holds that Christ had two natures, so that he had both a human nature and a divine nature.
The debate between Monophysitism and Dyophysitism raged in the early church.
The presupposition of both of these competing schools is that things do have natures.
Things have natures, that is to say, things that exist belong to certain natural kinds such
as, say, a dog or a cat or an oak tree. There are natures that make things what they are.
There would be essential properties to certain natural kinds. A nature is made up of the
essential properties that a thing has, that is to say, properties which it could not lack and
still be what it is. On this view, there is such a thing as human nature. There are certain
essential properties that go to make up humanity and that every human being, as a human
being, must possess. There is a human nature. This human nature differs from the divine
nature. God is not a human being and therefore has a different sort of nature.
According to Aristotle, the greatest of the ancient Greek philosophers, the nature of man
is that he is a rational animal. That is what human nature is – rational animality. The
nature of man is to be a rational animal. So being truly human on Aristotle’s view
involves having both a physical body and an intellectual soul. A rational soul conjoined
with a physical body goes to make up a human being. This is what constitutes human
nature – an intellectual or rational soul and a physical body. The church fathers seemed to
have accepted the view that this is indeed what is constitutive of being a human being.
At the same time, the church fathers also believed that God has certain essential attributes
such as omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, moral perfection, eternity, and so forth
– those classical attributes of God that we surveyed in this class when we discussed the
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existence and nature of God.7 The common presupposition behind both of these
competing schools of thought is that things do indeed have natures. There is such a thing
as a human nature, and there is such a thing as a divine nature.

Alexandrian Christology (Monophysitism)
Having said that, what was the issue of dispute between the Monophysites and the
Dyophysites? The Monophysite school of thought is very often referred to as Alexandrian
Christology because of its locus in the city of Alexandria in Egypt – this was one of the
great theological centers of the ancient world. The Alexandrian theologians tended to be
Monophysite in their Christology. Examples of this sort of thinking would be, for
example, Apollinarius, who, although he was not from Alexandria, nevertheless had an
Alexandrian-type Christology. The great church father Athanasius was also Alexandrian.
You remember him from his role in leading up to the Council of Nicaea in opposing
Arius and the heresy of Arianism. So Apollinarius and Athanasius would be two
examples of the Alexandrian approach to Christology.
Apollinarius was an especially interesting and original thinker in this area. Key to
understanding his view of Christ was his anthropology – that is to say, his analysis of
human being. He believed that human beings are made up of three components. There is
the physical body. Then there is the soul, which is a sort of animal soul – it is something
we have in common with other living creatures, other living animals. It would be a kind
of vitalizing principle that imparts life. So there is the physical body, there is the soul, and
then there is what you would call the mind. That would be that intellectual, rational
component of human being that makes you a person.
Apollinarius believed that in order to have a genuine incarnation, the second person of
the Trinity – the Logos – had to be so intimately connected with the man Jesus of
Nazareth that they shared a common component. He suggested that the Logos, the second
person of the Trinity, was the mind of Jesus of Nazareth. So Jesus had a human body, an
animal soul, but his mind was the mind of the second person of the Trinity – the Logos. It
replaced the human mind in Jesus.
Thus, you can see that you would have a union of God and man in Christ, and you would
have a single nature. Sometimes this is referred to as a “theanthropic” nature – “the” from
theos for God and then “anthropic” from anthropos for man. So “theanthropic” – divinehuman – a divine-human nature in Christ, a single nature that is composed of God and
man together. As an argument for his view, Apollinarius claimed that anything less than
that would be a mere indwelling of God in the man Jesus, and that is not a full
incarnation. The Holy Spirit indwells every Christian believer, and yet that doesn’t make
us God, even though we are indwelt by the third person of the Trinity. Some people are
demon possessed – they are indwelt by a demonic being – but that doesn’t make that
person a demon. There is still a distinct human person there that is different from the
demon that is indwelling him. Apollinarius argued that unless you have some sort of a
common component that links the humanity of Christ with his deity, at best you get an
indwelling of God in the man Jesus of Nazareth, and you do not get a genuine
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incarnation.8
Apollinarianism was attacked by other early church fathers and in the end condemned at
the synod of Rome in 337. Why? What was the problem with Apollinarius’ Christology?
Two deficiencies in Apollinarian Christology seemed especially serious to the church
fathers.
First, they argued that a body without a mind is a truncation of human nature. It is not a
complete human nature to have just a humanoid body but not to have a human mind. By
merely clothing himself with flesh, the Logos, on Apollinarianism, didn’t truly become a
man. It is essential to human nature to have a rational soul. Remember Aristotle said that
that is one of the essential components of human nature – not just a physical body, but a
rational soul as well. And in Christ there was no human rational soul, there was the
Logos. So all the Logos had assumed in his incarnation was the human body of Jesus
(with its animal soul), but there was no human mind; and therefore there was no complete
human nature. Christ was not truly human. He was like us only with respect to our flesh,
and that is something we share with animals. We have that in common with other
biological organisms. One of the church fathers, Gregory of Nyssa, said of Apollinarius’
view of the incarnation that Apollinarius had in effect reduced the incarnation to God’s
becoming an animal, because that is all he assumed! The second person of the Trinity just
assumed this (living) hominid body – the incarnation was God’s becoming an animal!
Therefore, Apollinarianism is theologically unacceptable because it denies the true
humanity of Christ.
The second deficiency that was seen in Apollinarianism is that if Christ did not have a
human mind, then the human mind could not be redeemed. If there was no human mind
in Christ, then the human mind is not redeemed. This is based upon the fundamental
principle that underlay the whole doctrine of the incarnation, which says quod non est
assumptum non est sanatum – that which is not assumed is not saved. The whole
rationale behind the incarnation is that in order to save human beings, Christ had to
assume a human nature. And if you say that he didn’t have a human mind, then the
human mind is not saved. If you deny this principle and say God can save humanity
without assuming human nature, then why have an incarnation at all? It would undercut
the rationale for any sort of incarnation. If you believe that the incarnation is a vital part
of the plan of salvation, then the other church fathers believed you must grant this
principle that that which is not assumed is not saved and that therefore, on Apollinarius’
view, the salvific work of Christ is also threatened.
These are two important criticisms. The one says that it gives us an inadequate view of
Christ’s person – he wasn’t truly human. The other criticism says it also undercuts his
work because his salvific work will be in vain. It won’t accomplish the salvation of
human beings because he didn’t truly become a human being.

DISCUSSION
Question: The first point seems to depend on the second in a sense. That is, what was the
8
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objection of having a body without a human mind – that is, a Godly mind, a divine mind
– unless it was the second point that in fact it needed to be fully human?9
Answer: It does seem to me that these are distinct points. On the first view, the idea is that
without a human mind you don’t have a human being. Now you could say “What’s wrong
with that?,” and then you could go to the second point to say, “Here’s what’s wrong with
that.” But if you want to affirm with the early church that Christ is truly human, then it
seems to me that you have to say that he has all of the essential properties of humanity.
That would involve having a human mind, a human soul. It does seem to me that these
are independent, though the second one does serve to back up the first one. Otherwise,
you wouldn’t really have Christ’s being truly human.
Question: Can you clarify how this tripartite human is part of the Monophysite tradition?
Answer: That is a good question. These fellows in Alexandria tended to think that Christ
did not have two complete natures. We will see why when we get to their critique of the
Antiochene theologians. They thought that if you have two complete natures, then you
would have two Christs. You would have the one that is the divine person, the second
person of the Trinity; the other would be the man, Jesus. So they said if you have two
complete natures, this divides, or splits, the person of Christ. On the tripartite view10, we
can imagine this by concentric circles. There is the body of Jesus, which is an animal
body. Then there is the soul of Jesus, which would be a sort of animating principle. Then
there would be the mind. The idea there is that instead of the mind of Jesus’ being a
human mind, what you have instead is the Logos, the second person of the Trinity. So
you would have a single nature in Christ which is the Logos with his body and soul. Just
as you youself have a body and soul, the Logos has a body and a soul. Yet you are one
nature, you exemplify one nature. The Logos here would have a single nature, and it
would be a theanthropic nature, a kind of mixture of deity and humanity. We will see
when we get to the Antiochene Christology why the Monophysites thought this needed to
be the case. They thought that, on Dyophysitism, you are going to split the person of
Christ in two, and you’d wind up with two Sons.
Question: It seems to me that a nature is characteristics that you have, but a nature is also
characteristics you don’t have. If I have the characteristics of a lion and I can fly, I am no
longer a lion. So if I have the full characteristics of man and the full characteristics of
God, then I am no longer man and maybe no longer God, I don’t know. How do you
resolve that?
Answer: I will speak to that later on. I think that you are raising a very, very good point.
Do these properties shut each other out in the way that you described or is it possible for
someone to be omniscient and still be a human being? I think that is what the church
affirms – that Christ is human, even though he is omnipresent and omnipotent and
omniscient and so forth. These don’t shut each other out. I will say something more about
that later on, but right now we are focusing on our historical survey.
9

15:11
The tripartite view holds that man is a composite of three distinct components: body, soul, and
spirit. The alternative view, known as the bipartite view, holds that “soul” and “spirit” are taken as different
terms for the same entity, and thus man is composed of two parts – material and immaterial, or body and
mind.
10

12
Question: I think they had it right except the Logos in my view is the spirit. The verse
from Proverbs says our spirit is God’s candle. So the spirit is the Logos, and that is how
the Logos could filter powers and insights into Christ’s mind as the Son of God.
Answer: When you said “they have it right,” whom did you mean – Apollinarius or his
critics?11
Followup: I mean Apollinarius had it right, except he has the Logos attached to the wrong
thing. I think it is the spirit rather than the soul. Christ’s identity was spiritual identity
before God was a Son of God, just like I think we have a spirit identity in consciousness.
We have a self-consciousness, an identity, which is a soul and a body.
Answer: The question is whether you think there was a kind of self-conscious mind in
Jesus that was different from the Logos. Whether you call it spirit or mind or whatever,
is, in a way, just semantics.
Followup: I believe in a tripartite, a trichotomy, of being. I think our spirit is where God
touches us and affects us.
Answer: And you think Jesus didn’t have a human spirit.
Followup: No, I think his spiritual essence was the Son of God.
Answer: All right, then you are going to need to answer the two criticisms of that view
that these church fathers offered. This is a denial of Christ’s full humanity.
Followup: I mean, he had three parts like a man does, but his spiritual part was distinctly
different.
Answer: All right, yeah, that is an Apollinarian view, and then you are going to need to
deal with the criticisms that the fathers raised against that.
Followup: I think Apollinarius is saying it is his mind and soul that is the Logos and...
Answer: Not the soul – he called it the mind. You are calling it the spirit, but, as I say, that
seems to me to be just a sort of semantic difference.
Followup: It might be, but I think in Scripture you have got a trichotomous make up.
Mind is an expression of a soul and a function of the brain...
Answer: Those who think that Christ had two complete natures aren’t denying that we are
trichotomous in our nature. They would just say that Christ had all three elements of
human being – he had a human body, a human soul, and a human spirit or mind.
Apollinarius would deny that. It doesn’t stand or fall on your view of man as
trichotomous. It is just that that was a way in which Apollinarius exploited this view of
humanity to propagate his view.
Question: You said that the essential properties for humanity is a rational, intellectual soul
and a human body. In the picture you just drew from the Monophysite perspective, it had
a body and a soul, and then they said the Logos – which is what the previous question
was referring to – was the intellectual component. Why, then, did they reject that as the
essential property for humanity? Why didn’t they just take the Logos as the mind
component and just say, “Sure, it may not have been a human mind, but why doesn’t the
11
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Logos fulfill that property?”
Answer: All right! Now I thought you were going in a direction that I think needs to be
explored, but then you kind of turned at the end. If you deny that it is human, as the
previous questioner was inclined to do, then you have got to deal with these two
criticisms for which this view was condemned. Namely, you have got an incomplete
human nature in Christ – he isn’t fully human. And then, secondly, quod non est
assumptum non est sanatum – if it is not assumed, it is not saved. So how can Christ
accomplish the full salvation of man if he didn’t assume a full humanity? But
nevertheless I think your question is a good one; and keep thinking in that direction and
we will explore that further as we go on.
Followup: Eventually, won’t you end up with two minds?
Answer: That is a nice segue, thank you, into Antiochene Christology, which we will talk
about next week!
Just as the Monophysite Christology was centered in the Egyptian city of Alexandria, so
the Dyophysite Christology tended to be associated with another center for theological
thought in the ancient world, Antioch. The Antiochene theologians developed a view of
Christ’s person which says that Christ has two complete natures – one human and one
divine. These are not mingled together in the way that Apollinarius imagined. Next time
we will look at what the Antiochene theologians had to say and the criticisms of their
view that were launched by the Alexandrian theologians.12
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 3
Antiochean Christology (Dyophysitism)
We’ve begun to look at the debate between Monophysite and Dyophysite Christology.
Last time we looked at Monophysite Christology. You will remember that this is the
Christology associated with the Egyptian city of Alexandria. These theologians thought
that Christ basically has one nature which is a mixture of divine and human elements – a
theanthropic nature, as we put it; a mingling of humanity and divinity. One of the most
creative of these thinkers was Apollinarius, who held that in the incarnation the Logos –
the second person of the Trinity – took on the flesh and the soul of Jesus, but the mind of
Jesus was the mind of the second person of the Trinity. So although Christ had a human
body and a human soul, he didn’t have a human mind or intellect. He had a divine
intellect. That is how Apollinarius achieved an incarnation.
This view, we saw, was condemned because the other church fathers held that it is
essential to human nature to have a human mind. So what you got in Apollinarius was a
truncated view of humanity – Christ was not truly human because he didn’t have a human
mind. Secondly, they said that it also undercuts the efficacy of Christ’s work because if he
didn’t assume a human mind, he could not save the human mind. The whole rationale
behind the incarnation is that he had to assume human nature in order to save it, and so if
he didn’t take on a complete human nature, he could not save us completely.
This Monophysite Christology has not died out even today. It is still held in the Coptic
Church, which is Egyptian Christianity. The Coptic Church did not go along with the
creedal formulation that we will talk about later, so it has a kind of Monophysite
Christology.

Antiochean Christology (Dyophysitism)
Opposing the Monophysite Christology was the Dyophysite Christology, which holds
that Christ has two natures – two complete natures: human and divine. This type of
Christology is associated with another great center of theological thought in the ancient
world, the city of Antioch. A couple of representatives of this Antiochene school of
Christology would be Theodore of Mopsuestia, and then a more well-known name would
be Nestorius, who was the bishop of Constantinople (which became Istanbul later on).
Theodore was the most prominent of these Dyophysite theologians, and he conceived of
the incarnation as a sort of indwelling in which the second person of the Trinity indwelt
the man Jesus at the moment of his conception in Mary’s womb. So when the man Jesus
was conceived by Mary, the second person of the Trinity indwelt him at that moment.
Because God is omnipresent and provident over everything, God is present by His
essence to all things in both their existence and operation. He is present to things in their
existence because He is omnipresent. He is present to them in their operation because He
is provident over what happens in the world. He is sovereign. But, although God is
present in that way to everything, according to Theodore, nevertheless, by His good
pleasure, He chooses to be more intimately present or related to some things than to
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others. And in Christ, God is pleased to dwell in a particularly intimate way, so that He
dwells in Christ as a Son. Theodore affirmed that there is only one person in Christ. There
are not two persons. But he also held that each nature is complete in itself and has its own
hypostasis.13 You remember a hypostasis, which we encountered in our discussion of the
Trinity, is an individual property-bearer – something that bears properties. A rational
hypostasis is a person; that is why, you remember, in the doctrine of the Trinity it says
there are three hypostases – three persons – who bear these divine properties. What
Theodore says is that in the incarnation, both the human nature of Christ has a hypostasis
and the divine nature of Christ has a hypostasis, which sure sounds as if there are two
persons in Christ!
Moreover, he thought of the union of the Logos with the man Jesus in terms of a
functional unity. They function as a unified entity – a functional unity of will and love.
The person that they constitute seems to be a person simply in the sense of a sort of
functionally unified face, or (in the Greek) prosopon. Prosopon is the Greek word for
“person,” but it originally meant a “face” or a “mask,” such as the Greek players would
wear when they would do Greek dramas. They would wear something over their face, a
prosopon, for their character. And it came to mean the person. So what Theodore says is
there is one person in Christ in the sense that there is a sort of functionally unified face
that is presented to the world, even though there are two hypostases in Christ.
As you can imagine, his affirmation that there is one person in Christ was viewed with a
great deal of suspicion by his detractors because it doesn’t really look as though there is
one person in Christ. It looks as though there are two persons here that are simply
functioning together to present a common face to the world.
It was Nestorius, however, who became most associated with the Dyophysite Christology
and the heresy that was named after Nestorius, called Nestorianism. Nestorius was the
patriarch of the city of Constantinople, and he came to be associated (whether this is fair
or not is a matter of debate) with the view that there are two persons in Christ – a divine
person and a human person. Nestorius, like Theodore, affirmed that there are two
complete natures in Christ. Therefore, he objected strenuously to Mary’s being called
theotokos, which means “the bearer” or “mother” of God. Mary, in Catholic piety of that
time, was being called “the mother of God” or “the God-bearer,” and Nestorius protested
against this. He said that Mary only bore the man Jesus, the human nature of Christ, in
her womb. But she did not bear the divine Logos – she didn’t give birth to God – and
therefore it is grossly misleading to call Mary “the mother of God” because she did not
bear the Logos. She bore the human nature of Christ. What was formed in her womb, was
crucified, died on the cross and buried, was not God; rather, it was the human nature of
Christ. He is called God because of the divinity of the Logos who assumed him. So, in
Nestorianism, you have this split of the person of Christ into two persons. As I say, it is
debatable whether Nestorius actually believed that or not; but that is what the heresy of
Nestorianism is – there are two persons in Christ.
Nestorianism was condemned in the year 431 at the Council of Ephesus. The
fundamental flaw that its critics saw in Nestorianism is that it doesn’t posit any real union
between God and man in Christ. Rather, you just have a sort of juxtaposition, like two
13
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boards that are glued together but don’t really become one thing. So there really isn’t an
intimate union of God and man in Christ. You just have them next to each other, so to
speak, and therefore this is at best an indwelling of God in the human man, Jesus.14 It is
not an incarnation; it is a mere indwelling. And that isn’t sufficient for a genuine doctrine
of the incarnation.
Nestorianism did not die out with its condemnation. It actually spread into the East and
became concentrated in what is called The Church of the East. Any of you who know
something about the history of China will know that Christianity in China actually has
very, very deep roots back into the Middle Ages. It was this Nestorian church that was
prevalent in China during this time. The so-called Church of the East became an
indigenous Chinese religion. Many Chinese Christians today are looking to that heritage
as a sort of way of affirming that Christianity isn’t a foreign religion – some foreign
devil’s religion – this is something that is genuinely indigenous Chinese.
So both of these views, the Monophysite and Dyophysite views, didn’t just die out. They
continued to linger on and still have effects today.

DISCUSSION
Question: Did Nestorius have any influence on the Protestant Reformation? The idea that
Mary was not the God-bearer?
Answer: I couldn’t say for sure whether some of the Protestants looked to him as an
antecedent for those protests. It would seem very likely. But certainly it is very
interesting: in the Reformation, the old debate between Antioch and Alexandria gets
replayed all over again in the debate between Lutheran theologians, which tended to be
Alexandrian and more Monophysite, and Reformed, or Calvinistic, theologians, which
were more Antiochene in their Christology. So it is very true that these debates replayed
themselves in the Reformation, and protests over Mary’s being called the “mother of
God” could well hark back to this, though I couldn’t give you a specific citation.
Question: I would just answer that, “No, it didn’t.” Because the original reformers
accepted all of the doctrines on Mary. It was only the later reformers that started reading
things differently, but Luther, Calvin, Zwingli – they all accepted the original doctrine.
Answer: So you would say they were willing to speak of Mary as theotokos.
Followup: Absolutely!
Question: Am I correct in understanding that Nestorius said that Christ’s “becoming God”
was after birth? That God then instilled in him . . . [his divinity]?
Answer: Not after birth. It would be at conception. So he is, right from the beginning,
indwelt by the second person of the Trinity. It is not a kind of Adoptionism, where God
adopts this man, Jesus, and makes him into God. That would be an unsympathetic, or
uncharitable, portrayal. He is God right from the moment of conception.
Followup: But then Mary did not birth God?
14
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Answer: Well, the defense of the doctrine of Mary as the mother of God is: if Jesus is
God, and there is one person who Christ is, then she is the mother of God in that she bore
his human nature. And by bearing the human nature of the second person of the Trinity,
she is the God-bearer.
Followup: But not the divine nature?
Answer: No; that’s right. Everybody admits she didn’t bear the divine nature, but because
the person she bore is divine, she can be properly called the mother of God. What is
unfortunate about it is that, although I think that is defensible, it is so misleading.
Especially in the Islamic world, once Islam arose, this came to be misinterpreted to mean
that Mary was the third member of the Trinity and that God the Father and Mary his
consort sired Jesus their son. So it led to tremendous theological confusion and really
disaster in the Muslim world, which is unfortunate because it is just due to
misunderstanding.15
Question: Under this view, Jesus has two centers of self-consciousness, right?
Answer: I don’t know that they addressed that, but I think that they don’t use that kind of
language. But you could say that that is implied, that, yes, there is a human mind of Jesus
and that this is different from the divine mind of the Logos.
Followup: Is this Van Inwagen’s view at all?
Answer: I couldn’t say. Has he published on this? He’s asking about a philosopher at the
University of Notre Dame. Thomas Morris, in his book The Logic of God Incarnate, has
a kind of two-minds view, where there is a mind of the human nature (I almost said the
human person, but that wouldn’t be right – it is the mind of the human nature), and then
there is a mind of the divine nature, which is an overarching sort of encompassing mind,
that encompasses the human mind as a sort of subset. That is his view.
Followup: You sort of need that if you are a materialist with the view of the mind and
brain thing right?
Answer: OK, this is really pressing a good question here! The professor you asked about,
though he is a Christian, is a materialist. He doesn’t believe there is any soul or mind
distinct from the body. So how do you make sense of the incarnation on that view,
especially since the Logos is an immaterial mind? He doesn’t think God is a material
thing, so, yeah, that is a really good question! (I should ask him sometime!) How you
would do that I do not know! It would almost be like having the Logos become the mind
of the material body, but that surely doesn’t make sense. That is very difficult.
Next time we will see how the church sought to resolve this debate between Antioch and
Alexandria at the Council of Chalcedon.16
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 4
Council of Chalcedon
We are talking about the doctrine of Christ, and over the last couple of weeks we have
been doing a historical survey of early church Christian thinking about the incarnation.
We have talked about the great debate between Monophysitism and Dyophysitism, that is
to say, the view that Christ has a single nature, which is a mixture of divine and human
elements, versus the view that Christ has two natures, human and divine, each of which is
complete in itself. We saw that the church condemned both Apollinarianism, which said
Jesus lacked a human mind but had a divine mind with a human body and soul, and also
condemned Nestorianism, which was the idea that in Christ there are two persons – two
Sons – a human person and a divine person that are somehow united in Christ.

Council of Chalcedon
The debate came to a head in the year 451 at the Council of Chalcedon. I believe, in your
outline, you have a copy of the statement that was issued at the Council of Chalcedon.
Let’s read this, and then I will make some comments on the significance of this
statement.
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 [and the word there is homoousios, having the same
substance] 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;
What the framers of Chalcedon did was to insist, with the Antiochene school of thinking,
that there are two complete natures in Christ – human and divine –, yet to affirm, with
Alexandria, that there is only one person in Christ – two natures in one person. So you
see in the opening statement of the confession, “We confess one and the same Son,” that
is, there is one person, one Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. But then he is “perfect in Godhead
and perfect in Manhood.” Both natures are complete and entire – they are not attenuated
in any way. Perfect man, perfect God – “truly God and truly man.”
He has a “reasonable soul and body.” That is against Apollinarius – he has both an

19
intellectual soul as well as a body and therefore a complete human nature.17 “Homoousios
with the Father according to the Godhead” – this comes out of the Trinitarian debates.
You will remember that we saw the climax in the Council of Nicaea, where the Son is the
same substance as the Father. They share the essence of divinity. But he is also
consubstantial, or homoousios, with us in our humanity. He shares the human nature with
us. So he is “like us in everything except sin.”
He is begotten eternally from the Father according to the Godhead. This is also in the
Nicene Creed and is the vestige of the old Logos Christology, where you have the Logos
begotten of God the Father, and here it is from eternity. But in these latter days he is born
of the Virgin Mary. Notice that they adopt the language of the theotokos. She is called the
“Mother of God,” but it is carefully qualified – the Mother of God “according to the
Manhood.” So they affirm that she is the Mother of God, but with respect to the
Manhood, not with respect to the divine nature. With respect to the divine nature, he is
eternally begotten from the Father. So eternally begotten from the Father according to the
divine nature, but born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according to the
Manhood.
He is, then, one person. The same, Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten. He is not more than
one Son or person.
Then comes this series of famous adjectives: without confusion (asynchytos), without
change (atreptos), without division (adiairetos) and finally without separation
(achoristos). Without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.
The first two adjectives asynchytos and atreptos – without confusion, without change –
refer to the natures. The natures are not confused together – they are not blended into one
nature, not into one theanthropic divine-human nature. There is no change in the natures.
Each nature is preserved, pristine and unchanged. The second two adjectives seem to
apply to the person. The person is “without division” – you do not separate the person
into two persons, a human person and a divine person; there is one person – and “without
separation.” Again, there is no severing the human person from the divine person because
there is only one person. So it says the “difference of the natures is by no means taken
away because of the union, but the property of each nature is preserved.” The natures are
distinct and unchanged; they are preserved. But they are unified, they concur, in one
person and one hypostasis. Again, that is language from the Trinitarian debates,
remember, which says that in God there is one substance but three hypostases, where a
hypostasis is an individual property-bearer. Here it says in Christ there is one hypostasis –
one subsistence, one individual – who is that one person. It is “not divided or separated
into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten God, Word, Lord Jesus
Christ.”
As a result of the Council of Chalcedon, it became a watchword of orthodox Christology
that we must neither confuse the natures, nor divide the person. You must not confuse the
natures or divide the person. Now Chalcedon doesn’t explain how this is to be done. It
simply sets down channel markers, as it were, where Christological speculation may
safely proceed. On the one side of the channel, you must not do anything to confuse the
two natures. On the other side of the channel you must not do anything to divide the
17
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person. But in between those boundary markers, there is considerable latitude for
theologians to speculate and study and reflect upon how you can have two natures which
are united in one person.18 I think, personally, it is part of the brilliance of the statement
of the Council of Chalcedon that it does not try to explain this. It doesn’t try to explain
how the incarnation is possible. It leaves that to the church’s theologians to think about.
But what it does do is set down boundary markers for orthodoxy. So long as you stay
within those boundary markers, you are at liberty to reflect theologically upon the nature
of the incarnation, so long as you neither confuse the natures or divide the person. Any
orthodox doctrine of Christ must affirm that there is one person who has two complete
natures – human and divine.

DISCUSSION
Question: Who comprised the Council of Chalcedon?
Answer: Oh, my goodness, you are asking me for the names of the people? Generally,
these were bishops of the church. It was an ecumenical council, like Nicaea. So these
were people that were from all around the empire, but I couldn’t name the folks who were
there.
Question: Would you define “begotten” and “born,” especially in relation to being
begotten before the ages.
Answer: Remember our discussion of the Trinity where the church, in response to Arius,
said that Christ is not a created thing. When an artisan creates something, he makes
something of a different nature than his own. A carpenter might make a chair or a
manufacturer might make an automobile, and the automobile and the chair have a
different nature than the thing that produced it. So when someone creates something, he
creates something of a different nature than himself. By contrast, when something begets
an offspring, the offspring has the same nature as the one who begot him. Cats beget
kittens, dogs beget puppies, cows beget calves – they have the same nature as their
parents. So what the church insisted on – and this came to be enshrined in the Council of
Nicaea – is that Christ is not a creature. He is not created by God the Father. That would
make him a work and a finite part of the world. Rather, they said, he is begotten from the
Father and therefore shares the same nature as the Father. The idea of this being from
eternity is that this did not happen at some time in the past. You don’t roll back the scroll
of time to a certain point and arrive at this point sometime in the past at which Christ was
begotten by God the Father. Rather this is thought of to be an eternal procession of the
Son from the Father, and the analogy that the church fathers often liked to use to illustrate
this would be the sun and the sunbeam. The sun never exists without the sunbeam. The
sun is always shining and giving forth its light. Yet the sunbeam is dependent upon the
sun – it comes from the sun. Similarly here, God the Son eternally proceeds from God the
Father and shares his nature.
Question: Would that be similar to say that Jesus was slain before the foundation of the
world?
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Answer: No, I don’t think so. I think what that is talking about is the sovereign decrees of
God because Christ’s human nature hasn’t existed from eternity. His human nature did
come into being at a point in time. If you scroll back in time to the first century, that
human nature had a beginning in Mary’s womb, when the Holy Spirit imparted to her the
ability to conceive Christ. Earlier than that, Christ’s human nature did not exist. The idea
of Christ slain before the foundation of the world would have to have reference to his
human nature, not his divine nature. Since that hasn’t always existed, this would have to
be the notion that Christ was predestined from eternity past in God’s sovereign plan to die
for the sins of mankind.19 In that sense, it has been eternally decreed, and therefore he is
slain before the foundation of the world in that sense. This is a prior decree of God from
eternity. I say this on the basis of other passages in Scripture where it talks about how
God has revealed in this last time his eternal plan, hidden for ages in God, but now
revealed to us. In Acts it talks about how all of this took place in Jerusalem according to
God’s foreknowledge and predestination. So that would seem to be the sense in which
this phrase should be understood.
Question: In the Garden of Gethsemane, it seems to suggest a separation of sorts when
Christ asks for the cup to be passed from him. Also, on the cross when he asks “My
Father, My Father, why hast thou forsaken me?” it seems to, at least in teaching I have
had, it seems to suggest a human nature taking somehow some type of precedence over
the divine nature at that point in time.
Answer: This is a good question. I think it is really important to keep in mind that the
three persons of the Trinity are distinct. So in Gethsemane, you don’t have the human
nature of Jesus talking to his divine nature. You have the second person of the Trinity, in
his incarnate form, talking to his Father. So he is saying “Father, if it be thy will, let this
cup pass from me.” So there is no division there of the person of Christ. You do have
distinct persons in the Trinity. The incarnate Christ was constantly dependent upon his
Father. He prayed to his Father and sought to do the Father’s will. And he was
empowered by the Holy Spirit, especially from the time of his baptism, to carry out his
ministry. So you see all three of the distinct persons of the Trinity at work during the
earthly life of Jesus. Similarly, when Christ dies on the cross, and he says, “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?,” this is the Son talking to the Father. It is not the Son
talking to himself. He is talking to the Father. And then he says, “Father, into your hands
I commit my spirit.”
I think what your question does raise is this – and we will talk about this in a little while –
how is it that if this is the second person of the Trinity talking, that he exhibits these kind
of cognitive limitations? He ought to know all of these things, and so why is he
experiencing things like alienation from God and his Father? Why does he feel the need
to pray if he is the second person of the Trinity? What this, I think, goes to emphasize is,
again, the seriousness with which the church fathers – why they took so seriously – the
biblical testimony that Christ had a complete human nature, including a human
consciousness that wasn’t like Superman disguised as Clark Kent. This was a real man, a
real human being, that had cognitive limitations, that needed to be dependent upon the
Father constantly. But the point to keep in mind is that it wasn’t a different person. It
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wasn’t as though there was a human person, Jesus, in addition to the divine person, the
Logos, the second person of the Trinity. How you put that together still remains to be
seen. We have still got to talk about that. But at least, I think, I hope you can see from my
answer that these passages you cite are not a matter of dividing the person of Christ into a
human person and a divine person. There you have a distinction of persons between the
Father and the Son.
Question: A picture that I was taught that shows the two natures non-confused with one
person is our own body. We have a right hand and a left hand, right leg and a left leg, but
you only have one mind and one mouth. That doesn’t mean the fallen nature of it like in a
lot of symbolism the Bible refers to the left as being the fallen nature, like the left hand.
That necessarily isn’t part of it; but the picture is part of the image we are created in is a
picture of that.
Answer: That is an interesting analogy. We have a sort of animal nature that is our bodies,
and then we have this self or soul that is different. It is more akin to, say, an angelic
nature, a spiritual nature. And yet they are combined in one person. That is an interesting
analogy.20
Question: Can we infer anything from the fact that a single personality, two natures – can
we take comfort from that with respect to our old nature and our new nature and the fact
that we have a personality, but yet we have two natures?
Answer: I think that when the New Testament talks about our having a new nature in
Christ as opposed to our old sin nature, this is using the word “nature” in a very different
sense than what we are talking about here. We each have a single human nature. We don’t
have two natures. That idea of the sin nature means that there is this sinful component in
us, that our humanity is fallen, but through Christ’s redemption we have been given his
Holy Spirit, we have been regenerated and born again. But it is not as though we have
two natures in the sense that we are talking about here. We still have a single human
nature that is partly tainted by sin, but partly renewed and regenerated by the Holy Spirit.
There is this struggle between them, but they are locked in a struggle that is within one
nature. We just have one nature, one humanity. I don’t think it is really analogous in that
sense. Also, be careful not to associate the word “personality” too much with the idea of a
person. By a person here we mean a substance which is a self-conscious, rational
individual endowed with free will. But personality is more of a psychological idea, like
someone has an upbeat personality or somebody else has a melancholy personality. We
are not really talking about personalities in that psychological sense but more in this
metaphysical sense of a self-conscious substance endowed with rationality and free will.
We are persons clearly in that sense, but we are human persons with one nature.
Question: Does someone need to affirm the Council of Chalcedon in order to be a
Christian? Can he deny this and still be a Christian?
Answer: This is an ecumenical council and therefore is recognized by Catholics,
Protestants, and Orthodox alike. It is nearly universally recognized as being essential to
Christian orthodoxy. To deny the teachings of the Council of Chalcedon would be to be a
heretic. Having said that, I must say that Protestants, at least, always bring every
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statement, even the statements of the creeds, before the bar of Scripture. If someone felt
on Scriptural grounds that there was something in the creedal statement that they could
not agree with, I do not think that that automatically brands that person a heretic. For
example, if someone felt uncomfortable about the language of the theotokos, I would not
say that person has forfeited salvation and is a heretic. That is going to depend on what
element in it that that person denies. But certainly the idea of two complete natures united
in one person seems to be really essential to Christian orthodoxy because this is a
summary or an encapsulation, an epitome, of biblical teaching about the person of Christ.
Question: You said that the human Christ as recorded in the Scriptures was born to Mary,
but yet all throughout the Old Testament we see incidences of a mysterious figure
appearing with Shadrach, Meshach21, also Abraham (I can’t remember, there were three
supernatural-like people that appeared to Abraham22), and these are identified by most
people as precursors of the human Christ in human form. Who were they?23
Answer: Well, sometimes these persons are identified as the “angel of the Lord,” which
could have been an embodiment of Yahweh in some sort of corporeal image or something
of that sort. It certainly is not the human nature that was conceived by Mary because that
did not exist yet. The only passage that I know of in Scripture where these Old Testament
theophanies are identified as visions of Christ would be what John says about Isaiah’s
vision in the temple when he says “I saw the Lord high and lifted up and his train filled
the temple” (Isaiah 6:1). John says that was a vision of the preincarnate Christ – that he
saw Christ.24 There would be that, at least, for saying that there could be visions of Christ
prior to his conception and incarnation in the world, but it would not be as though the
human nature of Christ actually existed prior to his conception by Mary. These would be
visions perhaps like the one Moses had when God hid him in the cleft of the rock and
God passed by25 and Moses had a vision of God in a sort of human form. But God
doesn’t really have a body. So these sorts of visionary experiences of God or maybe
angelical appearances, I don’t think, should be thought of as Christ in his human nature
that he had assumed in Mary’s womb prior to that time.
Question: One of the questions that I keep trying to figure out is from a classical doctrine.
How do they differentiate – you just defined person as a self-conscious individual with
free will – how do you differentiate between mind, person, and self-consciousness? How
do those play in because it almost seems sometimes like there are multiple minds or
multiple self-consciousnesses in one person?
Answer: I think these words do have a range of meanings in different authors. So when
somebody uses these words, we need to ask that person, “How are you using these? Are
they synonyms or not?” Sometimes people will say that Christ is one person but he has
two minds, and by that they would mean two centers of consciousness that are somehow
united in one person. The way I use these words in this class is that all of those would be
synonyms. I would equate a mind with a person with a spiritual self-conscious substance
that has rationality and free will. So at least the way I am using these terms, it is very
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easy – they are all synonymous. But you are quite right that that isn’t always the case
with the way different people use these words.
Followup: So somewhere along the line you will address where one person can have
limited knowledge – obviously Christ didn’t know everything, but from a divine nature
perspective he should be omniscient.
Answer: Yes, I shall address that question. I think that is one of the most important and
nettlesome questions of the doctrine of Christ. But first we will want to complete our
historical survey.
What we are going to do now is jump ahead several centuries. Chalcedon completed the
early Christological debates in the church. We are going to jump way ahead to the 19th
century where a very different non-Chalcedonian Christology began to emerge in
Germany and then also in England. We will talk about this – it is called Kenoticism. We
will look at that subject next time before we attempt to provide our own model of the
person of Christ.26
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 5
Kenotic Christology and
A Possible Model of the Incarnation
We have been talking in our lesson about the doctrine of the two natures of Christ – his
humanity and his deity. We saw that in the Council of Chalcedon in the year 451 the
church fathers agreed with the theologians of Antioch that Christ has two complete
natures. He is fully human and fully divine. At the same time, they emphasized with the
theologians of Alexandria that Christ is one person. There is not a human person, Jesus of
Nazareth, and a divine person, the second person of the Trinity, the Logos. There is only
one person in Christ, and that person has two natures – human and divine.

Kenotic Christology
We are going to leap ahead in our historical survey here to the 19th century because in the
19th century a radical new form of Christology emerged called Kenoticism – Kenotic
Christology. The word comes from the Greek word kenosis which is used by Paul in
Philippians 2:5-7. Let’s read that passage together,
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, [there’s the word for kenosis – he emptied himself] taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.
The idea of kenosis here is that Christ, in becoming incarnate, emptied himself in some
way to take on human form. These Kenotic theologians thought that this meant that
Christ divested himself of some of his divine attributes, that he gave up certain divine
properties in order to become a human being. We can define Kenoticism as being the
Christological view that says that, in the incarnation, Christ gave up certain properties of
deity in order to become truly human. He gave up certain properties of deity in order to
become a true human being.
This view raises a number of questions about, for example, the extent of the kenosis. How
many attributes and which attributes did he give up? It raises questions about the
relationship between the Logos and the man Jesus. If the Logos turned himself into a
man, then what is the relationship between that man and the Logos? Are they identical?
Or did he turn himself into another person? Then it also raises questions about the status
of the divine attributes. Which ones are essential to God and which ones are merely
contingent so that God could give them up?
Kenoticism represents a radically different kind of Christology than what we have at
Chalcedon. You remember at Chalcedon it emphasized that, in the incarnation, the
natures remain unchanged and undiminished, that Christ has a full human nature as well
as a full divine nature and that there is nothing in the divine nature that changes in his
becoming a man. But in Kenoticism it says that the Logos did change in his divine nature
in certain ways. He gave up certain properties of divinity in order to become a human
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being. This raises, I think, the very real question as to whether or not Kenoticism doesn’t
imply a denial of the deity of Christ. If Christ actually abandoned those properties which
are distinctive of the divine nature, then didn’t he cease to be divine? Is the doctrine of
the incarnation that Jesus literally turned himself into a human being, that he became a
human being and thereby ceased to be God?27 In that case, Kenoticism would involve a
denial of the deity of the incarnate Christ.
Donald (D. M.) Baillie in his book on Christology28 demands,
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 . . .
– ancient stories, for example, of Zeus’ turning himself into a swan or changing into a
bull. Baillie says the Christian doctrine of the incarnation is not at all like that. He goes
on to say,
. . . 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.
That is not the doctrine of the incarnation! The incarnation does not teach that God turned
himself into a human being, thereby ceasing to be God, and then with the ascension
turned himself back into God again, ceasing to be a human being. The doctrine of the
incarnation which was promulgated or ratified at Chalcedon is that Christ is both God and
man simultaneously.
The question, I think, that is raised by Kenotic Christology really concerns the content of
the divine nature. That is to say, which properties really are essential to deity? What
properties are essential to being God? Baillie thinks that any change in God would be an
essential change from deity; that if God changed in any of his properties, he would
thereby cease to be God, which is impossible. God can’t cease to be God. So he cannot
change in any way, since an essential change would be a change in his nature. But it
would be exactly at this point that Kenoticism would challenge the traditional doctrine of
God. It would have to say that some of these properties that we normally have thought
belong to the divine essence, like being omnipresent and omnipotent and so on, are not
really essential to God. These are just contingent properties that he could give up and still
remain essentially God. It raises a real question that we will need to explore about the
content of the divine nature and what properties belong to God’s essence.

DISCUSSION
Question: Is there any connection in the early church thought between the Kenoticism
27
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which came later and Docetism which was around in the early church?
Answer: Well, one does not come to mind because Docetism seems to me to be almost the
exact opposite of Kenoticism. Why is that? What Docetists denied is that the second
person of the Trinity really did take on a human nature. The human nature of Christ was
simply illusory or not really something that characterized the second person of the
Trinity. Docetism comes from another Greek word dokeo which means “to appear” – he
merely appeared to be taking on human flesh, but not really! So whereas kenosis seems
to undermine the divine nature of Christ, Docetism seems to undermine the human nature
of Christ. So they are almost, it seems to me, mirror images of each other. The one would
deny Christ’s true humanity, the other threatens, at least, to deny his true deity.29
Question: When Jesus became flesh, he took on the baby pain and normal stuff that
human beings feel and stuff like that, did he have in him at that time the Holy Spirit
dwelling in him as we have the Holy Spirit dwelling in us? Does anybody know or
speculate on that?
Answer: This is a good question. I think that work by New Testament scholars like James
Dunn have emphasized that Jesus, in his ministry, was dependent upon and filled with the
Holy Spirit. Remember that at the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist, when he comes
out of the water, the Holy Spirit descends upon him in the form of a dove? Then the Spirit
begins to lead Jesus throughout his ministry. It was the Spirit that drove him out into the
wilderness to be tempted of the devil. Jesus would recur to the power of the heavenly
Father for the works that he did, for the ministry he carried out. I think that in the life and
the ministry of Jesus we definitely see the person of the Holy Spirit powerfully at work in
Jesus’ life.
Followup: Which leads me to continue part of my question. When he died, he took on
flesh so he could be perfectly human. His flesh died for three days. The flesh itself was
re-birthed, reborn or made alive again. They saw his physical body. His body was totally
gone when they came to the tomb. It was not the flesh here and his spirit departed to
heaven. It was somehow manifested back alive again, and then he, in body form, went to
heaven – which will be different when we do.
Answer: Yes, that is right. We will talk about that more when we get to the work of
Christ. When you look at the New Testament and the earliest writings and confessions
about Jesus’ resurrection, it is very clear that they didn’t think that the resurrection was
just some sort of a survival of Jesus’ spirit after death, but it was his physical body that
had been crucified and laid in the tomb that was physically raised from the dead to glory
and immortality, ahead of and in advance of the general resurrection of the dead which
will occur on Judgment Day. So what happens in Jesus is a kind of first fruits of the
general resurrection at the end of the world. So the humanity of Christ, the human nature
of Christ, which died on the cross, is raised and glorified and given immortality, so that
he can ascend to heaven and be fit for that eternal dominion.
Question: In your response to that last question, are you suggesting that Jesus did not do
any miracles under his own power? He didn’t gain knowledge under his. . . that that
wasn’t the Logos knowledge that was feeding into him, but it was the Holy Spirit that
29
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was feeding knowledge.
Answer: I am not suggesting that. I am open-minded about that. Let me clarify this
question because it is a good one. Did Jesus do his miracles by his own power – that is to
say, by the power of the Logos, the second person of the Trinity – or did he do them by
the power of the Holy Spirit dwelling within him? Here I think that the biblical material
is mixed on this question. For example, Jesus says at one point, “If it is by the Spirit of
God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matthew
12:28). There he attributes the work to the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, he will often
speak of “the works that I do bear witness to the Father,”30 and so forth. So I don’t have a
firm opinion or position on that. It seems to me the biblical material is mixed as to
whether we should think of the works of the incarnate Christ as done through him by the
power of the Holy Spirit or whether we should think that he did these in his own power. I
am open-minded about that.
Question: When the Son became Christ, the emptying is muting some of the attributes but
not dispensing them. There is evidence where he is omniscient, omnipresent, and
omnipotent, but he is not holding the world in his hand in a disembodied state. So there is
some muting of that. But I think with the Holy Spirit it is a partnership because he says in
John 15:26 – he is talking to the disciples and he said – “When the counselor comes
whom I will send to you that proceeds from the Father, then he will testify about me.” So
he has direction over the activities of the Spirit and what the Spirit is going to do
subsequent to his resurrection.31 So there is a partnership as I see it there. But the Logos
clearly has those attributes but in a muted sense because he is going to walk around as a
human being.
Answer: I think you are raising a good question. I should say, in fairness to the Kenotic
theologians, not all of them thought that Christ gave up these attributes. Some of them
did say, as you did, that he simply relinquished his use of these attributes. They were
somehow occluded during the incarnation, like the sun going behind a cloud. The sun is
still there, but it is now occluded by the cloud. So some of them would say that he still
had these attributes but that he simply did not use them or that they were somehow put on
reserve. There was quite a variety of different Kenotic-type theories. But we are
interested in the most radical of them because that would be the most different from
Chalcedon and would be the most interesting.
Question: Because that passage says “equality with God that he did not grasp,” I think
understanding what equality with God is would give us some hints as to what he gave up.
Because he was not willing to grasp on and hold onto that for dear life, so to speak, he
gave that up – whatever equality with God means.
Answer: Yes, I think you are raising a good point about the exegesis of this passage. What
did Paul have in mind here? Did he really think that Christ was giving up certain
attributes? That is a question that I think we need to ask.
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Apologetic Significance of the Incarnation
Let’s now turn to the apologetic significance of this question. It seems to me that this
question of the incarnation is of vital apologetic significance because many people reject
Christianity because they say the doctrine of the incarnation is a logical incoherence.
Muslims, in particular, reject Christian faith because they think the doctrine of the
incarnation is simply a contradiction in terms. It says that the same person is both
omnipotent and limited in power. He is both omnipresent and living in Palestine. He is
both eternal and yet confined to a life of about thirty years. He is omniscient and yet he
doesn’t know the date of his second coming. So, for Muslims, the doctrine of the
incarnation is simply a hopeless, logical incoherence and therefore Jesus cannot have
been more than a mere prophet. So if you talk to informed Muslims, they will emphasize
very strongly how much more rational the Muslim doctrine of Christ is than the
mysterious, apparently self-contradictory, Christian view of who Christ is. This has been
also picked up by modern secularists as well, who say that the doctrine of the incarnation
is logically incoherent and therefore cannot be true. It doesn’t matter how much evidence
you have for the resurrection of Jesus or fulfilled prophecy or whatever; a logical
contradiction cannot be true. So this is a very important question apologetically.

A Possible Model of the Incarnation
In order to deal with this objection, we do not need to explain how Jesus really could be
both God and man. That is probably a mystery which we don’t know and maybe never
will know, at least until we get to glory. But what we can do is at least provide a possible
model of the incarnation that is logically consistent and biblically faithful and therefore
shows that this objection falls to the ground. If we can provide even a possible model of
the incarnation which is true to the Bible, then it shows that the biblical doctrine is not
logically incoherent. So what I am going to suggest is such a possible model. Again, I
want to emphasize, I am not claiming that this is true. I am not claiming that I know how
Jesus could be God and man. But I am claiming that here is a possible way of thinking
about it that I think is consistent with the Bible and is fully, logically coherent.32
My proposal will involve three separate planks in it.

Plank One – Affirm Two Natures and One Person
Thesis (1), or plank (1), is that we should postulate with Chalcedon that in Christ there is
one person who exemplifies two distinct and complete natures – one human and one
divine. This first plank in our Christology will entail a rejection of any form of
Kenoticism that suggests that in the incarnation the Logos surrendered various attributes
that belonged to the divine nature. If Christ divested himself of any attribute which is
essential to divinity, he thereby ceased to be God, which is impossible. God cannot
commit deicide. He can’t cease to be God. So any form of Kenotic Christology which
would say that God relinquished one of his essential attributes is ruled out.
Now the Kenoticist might try to avert this problem, as I said, by claiming that attributes
such as omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, and so on are not33 essential to deity.
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He might say these are not part of the divine essence or nature, and therefore they could
have been given up by the Logos without his ceasing to be God. These are contingent
properties that God just happens to have, but they are not essential to God, and therefore
the Logos could give these properties up without ceasing to be God. While that doctrine
is coherent, I think, however, that it entails a concept of God which is far too thin to be
theologically acceptable. What that would imply is that there is a possible world in which
God is weak, ignorant, limited in space and time, and would hardly, therefore, seem to be
a being that is worth calling “God.” He would have to be as weak as Jesus of Nazareth
was in this life, that is to say, just like a human being. It seems to me that no being that is
no stronger than a human being, no more intelligent than a human being, limited in space
and time in that way, deserves to be called “God.” If there were a possible world where a
being such as that existed, I think we would say that God did not exist in that world –
there is no such being as God in that world. So it seems to me that the concept of God
that the Kenoticist has is just far too weak to be theologically acceptable.
Secondly, moreover, it seems that certain of the divine attributes cannot be temporarily
given up in the way that the Kenoticists imagined. For example, suppose you say that, in
the incarnation, the Logos gave up temporarily the attribute of omnipotence but that, after
the ascension, he got omnipotence back again. That doesn’t make sense because if,
during the incarnation, he had the ability to get omnipotence back, then that means that
he really never surrendered it at all because omnipotence is a modal property. That is to
say, it is a property about what one can do. It is not a de facto property; it is a modal
property about what one is able to do. So if he is able to get omnipotence back again,
then he still can do all those things that an omnipotent being can do! Therefore, he still is
omnipotent. So by the very nature of the case, omnipotence is not something that you can
temporarily give up and then get back again. Moreover, what about divine attributes like
necessity, aseity, and eternity? It makes no sense at all to say that these were given up
temporarily because, by their very nature, if you have these properties you always have
them. If you have the property of eternality, you are eternal! You always have that
property. If you have the property of existing necessarily, then you are always
necessary.34 If you have the property of aseity, self-existence, then you are always selfexisting, you can’t give it up. So how could Christ die unless these properties were given
up? If Christ died on the cross, then that would show that he is not eternal, that he doesn’t
have aseity, that he is not necessary. It would seem that to answer this problem you would
have to say, “Well, he only died in his human nature, but in his divine nature he still had
necessity, eternality, and aseity.” But, you see, that is the traditional doctrine of
Chalcedon! If you are going to say that, then there is no motivation for Kenoticism at all
because you can say the same thing about omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience
– namely, he was omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent in his divine nature, but in his
human nature he was weak, limited in knowledge, and limited in space. So that is simply
to revert back to Chalcedonian orthodoxy, if you take that route. If you don’t take that
route, well, then, it seems that Kenoticism is simply impossible because certain divine
attributes like necessity, eternality, and aseity cannot be relinquished.
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DISCUSSION
Question: I guess I am having trouble understanding how you have these characteristics.
Maybe the best way to think of it is a mute button? That just like the other questioner
said: perhaps I have that, but through my will I set aside not to do it or not to use it or not
to exercise it or not to know when my second coming is. But I can’t say, “You are
omnipotent and yet you don’t know.” That is a conflict in my mind. How do you...?
Answer: I will get to that when I get to my third plank of the model. In the first plank, we
do want to affirm Chalcedonian orthodoxy rather than Kenoticism. We want to say that
he had these properties. The mute button analogy works nicely with omnipotence, I think
– he kind of mutes that. But it doesn’t work so well with, say, necessity and aseity and
eternity. You can’t sort of press the mute button on eternity or necessity. That is more
difficult.
Question: If he had these properties, how could he have been tempted by Satan?
Answer: That was a question someone raised several weeks ago, and we will get back to
that. If he is God, and God cannot be tempted, then how can Christ be tempted? We will
come back to that. So hang on to that question; we won’t forget it!
Question: This is really just a clarification of your first plank. It says he was two full,
independent natures in one person. My question is the human nature – was it static or did
it change through the human life?
Answer: I would say that, insofar as you speak of the essence of humanity, it did not
change, in that humanity, as we saw, at least, with Aristotle, means to be a rational
animal. That is the essence of humanity. He was always that. But certainly the human
nature, insofar as you think of it as a concrete entity, a body/soul composite walking
around Palestine, certainly he changed. In that he grew from a little boy to a man, he
aged, he grew a beard, and so forth. So certainly in his concrete human nature, there was
constant change.
Followup: I was referring to the former.
Answer: The essence. No, I would say he doesn’t change in the essence of his humanity.
Followup: He was not becoming more like his divine nature as he fulfilled the will of
God? He is not like we are supposed to be – changed into the self-same image. . .
Answer: I think that he is sanctified. As we saw in Hebrews, it talks about how he was
perfected through what he suffered. So in his human nature certainly he experienced
sanctification and growth in moral virtue. But that is not a change in one’s essence,
anymore than you cease to be human when you become more virtuous. Certainly Christ
acquires more moral virtue as he grows older; he learns more – that is true. And he is
sanctified, but he still always remains a human being in his humanity.35
Followup: What I would lean towards is what happens with us as we behold him as he is.
There has got to be an essence change. . .
Answer: Someone was raising this question last week. I don’t think we, in any way, cease
35
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to be human. I don’t agree that we as Christians or believers are going to be deified or
turned into God. We are always going to be contingent human beings, children of Adam
and Eve, and that remains our essence. But we will be sanctified and changed into his
image in the sense of approximating his character.
Let me close it off here. What we will do next time is to sharpen this model a little bit and
ask how these two natures can be successfully united in one person. That will be the next
task before us.36
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 6
The Logos was the Rational Soul of Jesus
We have been talking about a proposed Christology, or a proposed model, for
understanding the person of Christ. I said this would involve three planks, or theses, in
the model. I am not suggesting, again, that this model is true but simply that it is possible
and that, therefore, it shows that objections to Christ’s being truly human and truly divine
on the basis of this being incoherent or logically impossible fall to the ground.
The first plank, you will recall, was to agree with Chalcedon that Jesus Christ is one
person who has two natures – a human nature and a divine nature – and each of these
natures is complete, so that we stay solidly within Chalcedonian orthodoxy. We reject
Kenoticism and any notion that Christ, in the incarnation, divested himself of his divine
attributes.

Plank Two – The Logos was the Rational Soul of Jesus
Let’s go to the second plank, which is more controversial. I want to agree with
Apollinarius that the Logos was the rational soul of Jesus of Nazareth. It seems to me
that the strength of Apollinarius’ Christology, or understanding of the incarnation, was
that there needs to be some common element between the divine nature and the human
nature if we are to have a genuine union in Christ. Otherwise you just get two natures that
are sort of glued together like two boards that are glued together but don’t really merge
into one thing. It seems to me that the strength of Apollinarius’ view is that he saw there
needed to be some common element that would link the divine nature and the human
nature together, and he found this in the mind of Christ, or what I will call the soul. Here
I am not differentiating, as Apollinarius did, between the soul and the mind. I am talking
simply about that self-conscious, immaterial aspect of humanity that can be called the
soul or the mind or what have you. I am not making a differentiation between soul and
mind, as Apollinarius did. What I am calling the soul he would have called the mind.
You remember that Apollinarius was condemned by his fellow church fathers because
they felt that Apollinarius had not achieved a true incarnation. Christ did not have a
complete human nature. They also thought that he undercut the work of Christ because if
Christ did not have a human mind, then the human mind would not be saved – that which
is not assumed is not saved. Are these objections insuperable or can we reformulate
Apollinarius’ view in such a way as to overcome these objections? Well, let’s try.
Some of the church fathers denounced Apollinarius because he would refer to the Logos
as the “archetype of humanity.” The Logos was the archetypal man. Some of his
colleagues thought that Apollinarius meant that the flesh of Christ somehow preexisted in
the divine nature. But I think Apollinarius might have been more subtle than this. What
Apollinarius might have meant is that the Logos contained human personality
archetypally in his own nature. That is to say, the Logos, the second person of the Trinity,
already possessed those attributes which would be essential to personhood when unified
with a human body. I think one can derive some support for this from the doctrine of
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creation of man in the image of God. As Christians, we believe that man is made in God’s
image, as it says in Genesis 1:27. Obviously, that doesn’t mean in God’s physical image
because God is spirit. God doesn’t have a body. So it is not the human, fleshly body that
is in God’s image; it must mean the immaterial aspect of man.37 The soul, or the person,
is in the image of God. We are finite persons, just as God is infinitely personal. So,
insofar as God is personal, he already has, and is the archetype for, the properties that go
to make up human personhood.
In order to have a complete human nature, therefore, the Logos would simply have to
bring those properties into conjunction with a hominid body. Then you would have a
complete human nature. So far from denying that Christ had a complete human nature, it
seems to me that Apollinarius could argue that on his view it is precisely in virtue of the
union of the flesh with the Logos that Christ has a complete human nature. The animality,
or the fleshly part, is brought by the body, but the immaterial part is brought by the
Logos, and when they are united together, then you do have a complete human nature
composed of both body and soul. So the human nature of Christ is complete. He has a
body and a soul. And it is because the Logos is personal that he can be the archetype of
humanity and bring to the flesh just those properties that would make it into a human
person.
This understanding of the incarnation nullifies the objections that were lodged against
Apollinarius’ original formulation. First, on this view, Christ is both truly God and truly
man. That is to say, he has all the properties of the divine nature – all the properties that
the Logos had prior to the incarnation – but he also has all the properties that belong to a
human nature. He is like human beings in all respects except sin. So he would have the
same sort of individual human nature that Adam had prior to the fall, which was
uncorrupted by sin. He is all that God is and all that man ought to be. Because of this,
Christ can be called truly human and truly divine. On this view, I think we can put it this
way: Christ had a soul which was truly human, but it wasn’t merely human. He was truly
human but not merely human, that is to say, he was also divine.
Because of that, his work in redemption of humanity is sufficient for saving all of the
human nature. He has a complete nature. He has both a body and a soul and therefore he
is fully identified with our humanity, and therefore his atoning work on behalf of
mankind is efficacious. On this view Christ does have a true human nature that is
complete, body and soul, and therefore he is able to save human nature both body and
soul.
Notice on this view the individual human nature which is the man Jesus of Nazareth –
that body/soul composite that walked about the hills of Palestine and along the shores of
Galilee – that individual human nature could not have existed apart from its union with
the Logos because if you take away the Logos, there is no soul left. So that individual
human nature could not have existed apart from its union with the Logos. It is only in
union with the Logos that the human nature of Christ becomes complete and is a person.
If we imagine – suppose the Logos had chosen to indwell or take on a different body than
the one that he in fact took on – suppose he took on the body of, say, J. P. Moreland. In
that case, it would not have been the case that J. P. Moreland was the Son of God. Rather
37
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J. P. Moreland in that case would not have existed. It would just be that the Logos now
had a body that looked like J. P. Moreland rather than one that looked like Jesus. But it
would not have been the case that J. P. Moreland was divine. That individual human
nature – the body/soul composite that was Jesus of Nazareth – could not have existed
apart from its union with the Logos because the Logos was the soul of that individual
human nature Jesus Christ. So it doesn’t really make any sense to talk about somebody
else being the Son of God other than Jesus of Nazareth.38 That is the second plank of this
model.

DISCUSSION
Question: Did the human soul/nature of Christ exist from the beginning?
Answer: Well, I would say it exists from the moment of conception.
Followup: No, but, from the beginning of Christ – from eternity. Did the human nature
exist . . .
Answer: The Logos has always existed eternally. The Logos is a member of the Trinity.
Followup: Right, but the human soul – the soul part you are referring to.
Answer: It is like this. That person has always existed, but it didn’t become a human soul
until it was conjoined with the body of Jesus. It would be like: I have always existed but I
don’t become a father until, say, I have a child. I am still the same person. So that person,
yes, has always existed, but that person wasn’t the soul of Jesus of Nazareth until the
conception in Mary’s womb.
Question: So you said that the soul is actually human? The divine Logos was a human –
human in nature?
Answer: Yes, the way I put it is – it is truly human but not merely human.
Followup: I remember an objection from Philip Fernandez, who said when you die and
your soul is separate from your body, is your soul still a human soul?
Answer: Yeah, that, I think, is the most powerful objection to this view. Suppose the body
dies and the soul is separated from the body. Does the human nature of Christ cease to
exist at that point? I want to say, no. Think of your own soul when it is separated from
the body. Is that still a human soul when you die? How is that different than an angelic
soul once it is disembodied? I think the answer would be that it is still a human soul
because it was connected with a body. It was once part of a body/soul composite, and
now the body has died, and so it still is a human, unembodied, or disembodied, soul.
Similarly, I think with Christ – because of the union of the Logos with the flesh, even
during that brief interim of time when the flesh was dead prior to the resurrection, the
soul of Christ is still a human soul because it was the soul of that body.
Followup: Doesn’t that blend the properties together though? He has two natures – a
divine nature and a human nature. Is that soul part of his human nature? But it is divine!
38
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Answer: Yes, I think that is right. The soul of Christ, I am saying, is divine, it is the
Logos, but it is also a constituent of the human nature. So his human nature is truly
human – the human nature does not begin to exist until the conception in Mary’s womb
because the human nature is a body/soul composite. That composite thing doesn’t begin
to exist until the conception in Mary’s womb. But it had a divine component in it which is
the soul, or the second person of the Trinity.
Question: I have always thought of Jesus as a kind of Adam 2.0 – what he should have
been before he screwed up. But what I am wondering is how you are defining “human”
and “human nature” and how you are differentiating that from “divine” and “divine
nature.”
Answer: Remember when we started out this discussion, we said that Aristotle thought
that human nature is rational animality – it is to be a rational animal. The church fathers, I
think, all agreed with this conception of human nature. We have an animal element – that
is to say, our biological bodies, which are somewhat similar to the bodies of, say, other
primates. But then we also have this rational component, which is the soul, and that
makes us persons. So to be a human being is to be a rational animal. It is to be this
body/soul composite. That is how I am using this word “human nature” here.
Followup: As for the divine?
Answer: Well, the divine nature would be defined by those attributes that we talked about
when we did the Doctrine of God section of this class – omniscience, omnipotence,
eternality, aseity, necessity, and so on and so forth.39
Question: Do you think the Tertium Quid objection40 is a good objection here . . . about a
third thing being produced? Kind of along the lines of what a previous question was
saying – something not human, not divine. . . are you O.K. with that and the uniqueness
of Christ? Is there anyway you can be a little more clear on divine within human . . . you
understand what I am saying?
Answer: I think so, although I am not sure what more to say than what I have already
said. It seems to me that what we have in the Logos, the pre-incarnate Logos, you have
there attributes like rationality, self-consciousness, freedom of the will, intelligence – all
these personal properties. When that Logos takes on a human body, that union produces a
human person or a person who has a human nature. There is an individual human nature
there, namely, that body/soul composite. That composite is contingent, it is limited in
space and time, it has all the properties of humanity. But the soul, I would say on this
model, is divine. That part of it is divine, even though the whole thing of which the part is
a part is not divine. The whole thing is a human nature, but it has a divine part. I think
you can see it is far from Kenotic because I am not saying that the divine nature gave up
any of its properties. On the contrary, it brings to the flesh just those properties that will
make that composite a rational animal.
39
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Question: Clarify something you said earlier – I didn’t quite catch it. It was, what part of
Christ’s nature couldn’t exist separated from the Father or the Spirit? You said
something...
Answer: I think what I said was that body/soul composite, Jesus of Nazareth, who walked
around Galilee, would not have existed apart from the Logos’ union with the flesh. It is
not as though the Logos could have left Jesus of Nazareth and there would be this purely
human person Jesus of Nazareth still living and walking around and talking and so forth.
That is what I meant.
Followup: And then when he was not human, but not merely human. . . so that opens the
door for, well, the Holy Spirit raised him, would he be powerful enough to raise just
humans. That says, was he fully human? To me the solution for that is when he took sin
upon himself he became just like us, cut off.
Answer: Well, what I am saying with the expression “truly human but not merely human”
is that he is truly human in that his human nature has all of the attributes that go to make
up humanity – the ones that we just talked about in response to a prior question. But he is
more than that; so he is truly human but even more. He is also divine. I would say that
about his soul as well. The soul is truly human but it is not merely human.
Followup: The Holy Spirit raised him and the same power that raised him will raise us.
Answer: At least on my model, the Holy Spirit wouldn’t come into this in any kind of
Christologically significant way. The Holy Spirit might be involved in empowering Jesus
and strengthening and guiding him; but in terms of understanding the union of these two
natures, I don’t think we need to bring in the Father or the Spirit in order to try to
understand how these two natures are connected in the person of Christ.
Followup: What I guess . . . he is just merely human after he takes sin upon himself on
the cross?
Answer: Oh no, no! Your question was, “Was he merely human after he took sin upon the
cross?” Not at all! In fact, that would be Docetism. Certain Docetists thought that when
Christ was crucified, the divine element, the Spirit, departed from Christ and just left the
man Jesus there to die on the cross and be killed and crucified. This is not at all docetic in
that way. The deity and humanity of Christ are united so long as the body and soul are
united in Christ.
Question: In just looking at the Scripture, “the Word (Logos) became flesh and dwelt
among us.” Then you look in Genesis and “the Lord God walked with man.”41 So he had
a body. Then when you look at the book of Luke, how what Gabriel said to Mary, it is so
clear in verse 35: “And the angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy
One who is to be born will be called the Son of God.’” So in Genesis you see that God
could walk in a body with man – is that true? And the Word became flesh and dwelt
among us but always holy and always fully God. So I am a little confused in what is
being said here.
Answer: With regard to the Genesis passage, I think it is doubtful that that is to be taken
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literally. I do not think that that story, which is told in a very pictorial way, is probably
meant to be a literal description of God walking about in the garden with them as a
physical human being. Now that is possible – God can certainly take on some sort of
human form or something of that sort. But God – I mean in the Old Testament – is a spirit
who creates the entire universe. He is not some sort of a physical being that normally has
a body.
Followup: What about the Lord God walking with the two angels talking to Abraham,
sending the two angels down to Sodom and Gomorrah. So obviously, there is time that
God walks with man in some kind of form of a body.
Answer: Yes, there are these theophanies in the Old Testament where God will give
appearances of himself in these bodily forms – that is true. But think again about – is it
the second commandment? – that says you shall make no bodily image of God, no sort of
representation of God because God isn’t a sort of physical thing that can be captured in a
picture or a statue. He is incorporeal – he doesn’t have a body. I would take those
passages to be either just sort of temporary, visionary experiences that God gave them or
some sort of temporary appearance that God would make or to be just pictorial,
metaphorical. But in either case, I am not sure how this would affect anything that I have
said.
Followup: I am trying to bring together that God can walk as a body and certainly when
Jesus walked the earth forty days after he was in a resurrected body. So we see this body
being present, and there is certainly incidents of human form of the Lord God walking
with man.
Answer: I think we have that already in John, chapter 1, the verses you quoted about how
the Word became flesh and walked among us and we beheld his glory. These Old
Testament theophanies are not really necessary because you already have in the New
Testament the teaching that Jesus was the Word incarnate.
Followup: One more question – also when it says Isaiah saw him high and lifted up in the
form of a body, Daniel saw him high and lifted up. So there is some kind of body present
in the Lord God.
Answer: What that means is that God can appear in bodily form to people. But it doesn’t
mean that God is a physical thing because there are so many other Scriptures that indicate
that God is spirit and that he created everything else – time and space and matter. So
these are just manifestations, as it were, of God’s presence in a visible, physical way.
Question: I would still make the case for the spirit being the Logos because all the way
through the Scripture it talks about the spirits of just men made perfect. “Into your hands
I commend my spirit,” Jesus said. Same thing with Stephen, and you have this all the way
through. The soul is volition, cognition, and emotion, and that is an imprint of being and
that is married to the spirit, especially for us when we pass on before the resurrection.
Then I don’t know if we can untie our spiritual lessons from the resurrected body, but
apparently Christ can because there is a verse that said . . . I was going to look for it in a
concordance, but he says I have a body and I can pick it up and lay it down. So
apparently you are able to disassociate that spiritual lessons which is spirit and ... I am a
trichotomist in that . . .
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Answer: OK, so when you used the word “spirit” you didn’t mean Holy Spirit, you meant
the human . . .
Followup: No, I meant human . . .42
Answer: Yes, well, then, what you are expressing is this model. This is exactly . . . I
wound up defending the view you had enunciated a couple of weeks ago that this
immaterial part – you call it spirit, I’m calling it soul, Apollinarius called it mind – that
this was the second person of the Trinity that then assumed a human body or flesh.
Question: How then would you relate that to the natural conception of a human? In other
words, God’s being the Father and Mary. Something happened . . . like we read in Luke
1:35 . . . I’m thinking of a Muslim and how they would think about this. They are insulted
by the idea of Jesus’ being the Son of God implying there was a physical union of God
and a woman. So is this Traducianism where the spirit comes from the male father?
Answer: You are getting into the question of the origin of the human soul. Is the human
soul a special creation of God at the moment that it begins to exist or are the souls of the
parents, or the father, as you said, the progenitor of the soul of the child? Are souls
birthed, so to speak, from previous souls or are they special creations? In this case, at
least, it would be Creationist and not Traducian because it would be the case that the
Logos is the soul of Jesus of Nazareth. The Logos takes on human flesh in Mary’s womb,
as the Logos unites with whatever genetic material that Mary may have contributed to
Jesus.
Question: Would you consider in this model “knowledge” and “omniscience” to be two
separate attributes?
Answer: No, I think knowledge is a facet of omniscience. So this would mean that Jesus
is omniscient. Now the question that you are raising is: but how, then, can you have a
realistic picture of Jesus in the Gospels if he’s omniscient? Did the baby Jesus, lying in
the manger, know the infinitesimal calculus and quantum mechanics and the color of
Mary’s sweater on October 16, 2010? Did the baby Jesus know all those things? Well,
that is what we will talk about next time – how to put those things together. But I do want
to affirm, yes, on this model, Jesus is omniscient.
Question: I certainly don’t understand what we are trying to do here. But let me just say
this, in defense of us who are convinced that he was both 100% man and 100% God. I
don’t have a good way to explain it, but I do know that he came so that he could hurt, he
could cry, he could feel pain. If he had blisters on his hands from carving wood, they
hurt. So he could better . . . although he knew everything, but to really demonstrate his
love for us, he had to become like us. But there was something going on with him
because we know he talked to the Father, but when he was like 12 years old and they
could not find him and he tells his earthly mother and father, “Don’t you know I had to
be about my Father’s business?” . . . already somehow his spirit, he may not have known
at that time the deity that contained within him, maybe it grew as he grew, but there was
an awareness in his own self at that time that he was completely different than what else
was going on around there. I don’t know how to explain it. I just know that I believe that
he was both of those.
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Answer: All right! In answer to your first question: the project that we are trying to do
here is to provide a model, a theory, for understanding how what you just said can be the
case – that we are not affirming some hopeless contradiction. Let me try to draw a picture
that may try to help. Imagine this triangle is, say, the Father, the Holy Spirit, and the Son.
That is God: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. And each of these is a selfconscious person, as we saw in our discussion of the Trinity. Now suppose the Son takes
on a human nature.43 In that case, that person is aware of his own divinity. The soul of
that person is the second person of the Trinity. That is what I am suggesting. It is not
really difficult! It is just saying that that immaterial aspect of his being was the second
person of the Trinity. The Logos took on a human, fleshly body, and so it was God
walking around in human flesh. Now that raises these questions that were brought up a
moment ago – how can you explain – if this person is omniscient – how can you have a
realistic picture of the life of Jesus? That is the question that we will talk about next time.
Question: In 1 Thessalonians 5:23, Paul makes the statement, “May God himself, the God
of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul, and body be
kept blameless . . .” I want to ask you if your model can account for this spirit. Now spirit
is pneuma and it is, elsewhere, it enables man to perceive the divine and it is regenerated
when a person is saved apparently. And then psyche, of course, is the soul and, in one of
the explanations that I got, it said the sphere of man’s will and emotions, the true center
of his personality, it gives him a self-consciousness that relates to the physical world
through his body and to God through the spirit. Elsewhere, in other Pauline writings, he
breaks down psyche into self, ego, mind; but my question is – what about the spirit?
Would Christ then need a spirit, since in this case a spirit enables us to communicate with
God and has to be regenerated?
Answer: This gets back to the question that someone was just raising. On that view, and
on Apollinarius’ view, man has three elements to his being: the body (which is the
physical stuff), the soul (which is the sort of animating principle of the body that makes it
alive – as you said, it relates to the physical, biological organism), and then the spirit, or
what Apollinarius called the mind. The mind and the spirit are the same thing for
Apollinarius’ anthropology. I am not distinguishing between spirit and soul in my
vocabulary. I am just using the word soul to describe some immaterial aspect of man. But
if you want to break it down into soul and spirit, that’s fine. Then you are just more like
Apollinarius was, holding that Christ had an animal body, an animal soul, but then he had
a divine mind or spirit. This really does not affect the model; in fact, it actually is closer
to Apollinarius’ view by having trichotomy in its analysis of human being rather than
dichotomy. But I would not want to give people the impression that this model depends
upon trichotomy with regard to human personality. All it depends upon is that human
beings have at least two aspects to their being – they have a physical part and they have
an immaterial part. That is all. And the immaterial part, on this model, is the Logos, the
second person of the Trinity.44
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 7
The Divine Aspects of Jesus Were Subconscious
Remember that I am laying out a proposed Christology for understanding the incarnation.
The first plank of this proposed Christology is to agree with the Council of Chalcedon
that Christ has two natures – a human nature and a divine nature – and that each of these
natures is complete. He is truly human and truly divine. Secondly, I suggest that we agree
with Apollinarius that the way this happens is by these two natures’ having a common
constituent that they share. And I propose that we think of the soul of Jesus’ human
nature as being the second person of the Trinity (the Son, the Logos). The second person
of the Trinity (the Logos, the Word) is the soul of Jesus of Nazareth. So when the Logos
takes on human flesh, he brings to the flesh all of those personal qualities that go to make
it into a human being – rationality, self-consciousness, freedom of the will. So by uniting
the Logos with the flesh you have in Jesus of Nazareth a complete human nature – a body
and a soul – which is what Chalcedon says human nature is. He has a rational soul and
body. It is precisely by the union of the Logos with the flesh that the human nature of
Christ becomes complete so that he has both the divine nature he has had from eternity
and now the human nature which begins to exist with the conception in Mary’s womb,
when the Logos unites with the flesh.
This still leaves unexplained the problem of providing a realistic understanding of Jesus
as we read about him in the Gospels. If Jesus was the Logos in the flesh, then why wasn’t
he omniscient? Why didn’t he know everything? How could he be tempted? If he’s the
second person of the Trinity, he would just blow these temptations off like smoke. How
do we understand the human consciousness of Jesus?

Plank Three – The Divine Aspects of Jesus Were Subconscious
That leads me to my third plank which is that we postulate that the divine aspects of
Jesus’ personality were largely subliminal during his incarnation on Earth prior to the
resurrection and ascension. William James45 has referred to the subliminal self as that
realm of the subconscious in the human personality. What I am suggesting is that the
primary locus of these superhuman elements of Jesus’ life were in the subconsciousness
of the divine Logos.
We have a very interesting analogy of how this works from hypnosis. As Charles Harris
explains, a person who is under hypnosis can be instructed to be informed of certain facts
and then to forget about them when he is awakened from the trance, so that he knows
them and yet he doesn’t know them! He 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.
So he has the knowledge, but he is not aware of it because he is under hypnosis. He goes
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on to say,
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.46
So someone could be hypnotized not to see this piano.47 If you were to ask him, “Is there
a piano there in front of the wall?”, “No” he’d say, “I don’t see anything there.” “You
don’t see a piano there?” “No, there is nothing there.” But if you were to say, “Well,
would you come over here?”, he would walk around the piano and would not run into it.
So even though in a phenomenal sense he doesn’t see it, he really does see it because he
couldn’t be induced to collide with it. He actually does have a kind of blind sight of it.
This sort of a model, I think, provides a very satisfying account of Jesus as we see him in
the Gospels. In his conscious experience, Jesus grew in wisdom and in knowledge, just as
a human child does. On this model, we don’t have the monstrosity of the baby Jesus lying
in the manger having the full conscious omniscience of the second person of the Trinity.
In his conscious experience, Jesus grows and increases in knowledge as he grows older.
Moreover, this makes sense of the temptations of Jesus. In his conscious human
experience, Jesus can be genuinely tempted, even though he is, in fact, incapable of sin.
He can feel the allure of sin. He can feel the allure of the temptations. These temptations
were really felt and couldn’t just be blown away like smoke. It required him to depend
upon God. It required spiritual disciple and moral resoluteness on Jesus’ part, even
though, in fact, he is incapable of sin because he is the second person of the Trinity.
This model makes sense of Jesus’ ignorance of certain facts. In his waking consciousness,
Jesus was ignorant of various facts such as the date of his second coming, even though he
was kept from error by the divine subliminal and occasionally would be informed by the
divine subliminal about certain supernatural facts. We could imagine that certain aspects
of the subconscious might sometimes come to consciousness in the same way that we are
able to retrieve deep memories of events that perhaps have been forgotten long ago. So
even though the Logos possesses all knowledge of everything from auto mechanics to
quantum mechanics, there is no reason to think that Jesus could have responded to
questions about auto mechanics or quantum mechanics if we had asked him. He had
stooped so low in taking on the human condition that that knowledge was reserved to the
divine subliminal and so not available in human consciousness.
Moreover, this makes sense of Jesus’ struggles and prayer life. In his conscious life, Jesus
knew the whole gamut of human anxieties and worries. He felt physical hurt and pain and
fatigue. The struggles in the Garden of Gethsemane were real and not just showpieces.
This model preserves the integrity of Jesus’ prayer life and the sincerity of his prayer life.
It explains why, even though Jesus was God, nevertheless he had to depend upon his
heavenly Father by seeking him in prayer and seeking the face of God. It explains how
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Jesus could be perfected through suffering, even though he is the perfect second person
of the Trinity in his divine nature. In his human nature, he learned moral virtue through
what he suffered and so was capable of being perfected through suffering. Like us,
sharing our human condition, he needed to be dependent moment by moment by moment
upon his heavenly Father in order to carry out successfully the mission that God had
given him. So the struggles, the anxieties, the wrestling with God in the Garden of
Gethsemane are all real; they are genuine struggles of the incarnate Logos in his waking
consciousness.
So I think all of the traditional objections against the Logos’ being the soul of Jesus’
human nature fall away before this understanding of the incarnation. For here we have a
Christ who is not only divine but who also truly shares the human condition by having
this theologically significant differentiation of consciousness and subconsciousness. I
hope it doesn’t need to be said that this isn’t two persons, just as any ordinary person has
a subconsciousness and a consciousness. So what we do is exploit those levels of human
personhood by differentiating them in this theologically significant way.48

DISCUSSION
Question: I am trying to understand his consciousness and subconsciousness. When we
have a gut feeling when we need to take either a left or a right, our subconscious may tell
us maybe this right feels better, but we go left. Did Jesus feel the temptation? Would
there have been a discourse between the two levels of his humanity?
Answer: I think these kinds of details are open to discussion. The model itself doesn’t
need to decide one way or another. Did the elements of the subconscious sort of burst into
consciousness like bubbles rising to the surface or was it more a sort of gradual dawning?
Did Jesus have access to his subconscious but simply refuse to draw upon it? Or was it
literally not under his control? Was it suppressed in such a way that he couldn’t
voluntarily pull it out? It seems to me that all of those are open questions that the model
doesn’t need to decide – whichever you think best fits the data of the Gospels. I would
say these are all equally legitimate options that I do not take a position on.
Question: I kind of think of it like whenever I hear a word that I haven’t heard in a long
time, I say, “Oh I haven’t heard that word in a long time!” I knew that word in the back of
my mind, but I wasn’t conscious of it. So it is a knowledge that I have and can retrieve if
I need to, but I don’t. So I kind of think that Jesus had that all in his subconscious but
chose not to retrieve it.
Answer: Yeah, I think that deep memories is an experience that all of us have had that can
help us understand this. When you say, “Where did I put the keys? I remember; I know!”
Or you are trying to remember someone’s name – “I know his name . . .” Sometimes you
can’t pull it out, but then a few minutes later somehow it just comes to you, “Oh, yeah,
that was his name!” There is clearly this subliminal realm to our personality, where the
knowledge is there but we have sometimes limited access to it. So that would be an
analogy that would help us to get this idea.
48
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Question: I just want to confirm – as a model, this is our way of making sense of what is
going on. We can’t necessarily say this is a proof of exactly what is going on but this is
our way of justifying based on our knowledge and our experience that this maybe how
we deal with the deity of Christ and man Jesus.
Answer: That is right, and thank you for that reminder! I am not teaching this as biblical
doctrine. I don’t know if this model is true. What I am saying is: this is a way of
understanding the deity and humanity of Christ which is logically consistent and faithful
to the biblical narratives and therefore could very well be true. If that is right, that is
enough to defeat any objections offered by the Muslim or the cultist or the humanist who
says that the doctrine of the incarnation is a logical incoherence, that it is impossible for
someone to be both human and divine. That is the purpose of the model – it is to provide
a possible way of thinking of this that will remove or undercut this objection that it is, in
fact, logically incoherent.
Question: Just mention miracles. People always ask us about that. Miracles and Jesus’
access and how that works.
Answer: This has come up before and, again, I do not have a position on this myself. I
never studied it. The question is, did Jesus do the miracles that he did by his own power
or did he draw upon the power of another person of the Trinity, say, the Holy Spirit, to do
the miracles? Did Jesus himself heal the blind man or was it the Holy Spirit working
through him? I think that Christians have different views on this. I have a colleague at
Talbot, for example, Garrett DeWeese, who is convinced that the Logos did not draw
upon his own power but he did these through the power of the Holy Spirit. There are
certainly some biblical passages that might suggest that. When you think of the
resurrection, for example, over and over again it seems to be that it is God the Father who
raised Jesus from the dead. He didn’t raise himself from the dead. But Jesus does say in
one place, “I have the power to lay it down and I have the power to take it again,”49
which might make you think otherwise. But then there are many other theologians who
would say, no, he did this in virtue of his divine nature. I don’t even know how to decide
the answer to that question. Again, it is one of those open questions on which I think you
can go either way.50
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 8
Questions on the Incarnation of Christ
We have been looking over the past several weeks at the Doctrine of Christ. You will
remember that when we introduced this section of the course, I said that the Doctrine of
Christ falls into two broad areas – the person of Christ and the work of Christ. Up to this
point, we have been discussing the person of Christ and have come now to the end of that
section.
I suggested a model for understanding the doctrine of the incarnation that allows us to
affirm the deity and humanity of Christ in a logically coherent way that is also biblically
faithful. This model involved, as you recall, three planks. First, that we affirm with the
Council of Chalcedon that Christ has two complete natures – human and divine.
Secondly, that the soul of the human nature – that body/soul composite that was Jesus of
Nazareth – was the second person of the Trinity; it was the Logos. In uniting with the
flesh, the Logos brought to the flesh everything needed to complete the human nature and
to make it a genuine human being. And then, thirdly, I suggested that we think of the
divine elements of Jesus’ consciousness as being largely subliminal during the time of his
earthly sojourn. Although on occasion it may have surfaced in consciousness in different
ways, for the most part we think of Jesus as having an ordinary human consciousness just
like any other human being, and that enables us to explain his growth in wisdom and
knowledge, his ignorance of certain facts, the ability of Jesus to feel genuine temptation,
the anxieties and struggles that he experienced in life, his need for spiritual discipline and
reliance upon his heavenly Father, his prayer life, the struggles in Gethsemane, and so
forth. It gives us a realistic portrait of Jesus as we read about him in the Gospels, and yet
he was also very much aware of who he was and the divine identity that he possessed at
the same time.

DISCUSSION
Question: Subliminal and subconscious. I just was curious why you chose to use the word
subliminal. Is there any reason why you used that? Because most of the ones I saw were
almost negative.
Answer: I see, OK. Well, I didn’t mean to have any negative connotations here. The
reason I picked up on that was, I think, through the influence of William James, the
Harvard philosopher and psychologist who talked a lot about the subliminal. But I didn’t
mean to be using the word in any technical sense to be different from the subconscious. I
would be quite happy to talk about subconsciousness instead of subliminal. So please
don’t interpret that in any sort of technical sense; I was using it in just an ordinary
language sort of way, and it reflects the influence of the people that I have been reading.
Question: On the subliminal nature of Jesus, it seems to me in the Gospel, he always
knew exactly who he was at all times, whether it was the man Jesus or the Son of God.
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Answer: Did he always know who he was? Certainly by the time he was twelve years old
and his parents brought him to Jerusalem, he had an awareness of this special relationship
as being the Son of God. He said “Don’t you know I had to be about my Father’s
business?” But when he was six months old, did he have that realization? I don’t think so.
It seems to me that he would have the genuine consciousness of a little baby.51
Followup: I don’t think it says one way or the other. That would be complete speculation,
as far as his childhood, I think.
Answer: The reason I don’t think it’s complete speculation is that the Scripture says that
he grew in wisdom and in knowledge and that he was like us in all things except sin. So I
think the presumption would be that he, as a little infant, wasn’t self-conscious that “I am
the Son of God, as I am lying here at Mary’s breast.” This would be something, I think,
that would emerge as he grows up.
Followup: OK, so as he grew older, it was no longer subliminal in his adulthood.
Answer: Right! Clearly, as I say, by the time of his baptism by John he knew who he was.
And I think even earlier with the visit to the temple when he was twelve you already see
there this sense of “My Father” with respect to God in a way that set him apart from
others. So it developed very young, but I think we want to still give the little boy Jesus a
genuine childhood and a genuine infancy.
Question: On your diagram from two weeks ago, can we say that – I guess my problem or
concern with that is – can we say that he was truly human if he didn’t have a father, a
human father, but he was totally human? But can’t there be – it seems like there could be
a counter argument to that that he wasn’t fully human because he didn’t have a human
father.
Answer: Well, if that were true, then Adam wasn’t fully human. And neither was Eve.
Right?
Followup: If I were to play the devil’s advocate, you have to start somewhere.
Answer: I think that if you believe in the creation of Adam and Eve – and clearly they
were humans, they were the progenitors of the human race – you don’t have to have a
human father in order to be a human being. God can create a human being, as he created
Adam and Eve. So having a father isn’t essential to being human, I would say. The
definition the church fathers were using, remember, for humanity was a “rational
animal.” That is what is essential to being human, and not how it originated. So Christ,
being composed of a rational soul and a body, seems to me to qualify as having a true
human nature.
Question: One common objection I have heard is the question: could Jesus, when he said,
“I don’t know the day or the hour of my return,” could he have reached or asserted or
grabbed that knowledge? If not, how could you say he was omniscient? If so, then how
can you say he didn’t know it? It would be like saying, “Do you have the money for me?
No, it is in the other pocket.”
Answer: Clearly, on my model I want to say that he does have this knowledge in his
51
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subconscious. So I would interpret his statement, “I don’t know the date of my return” as
being an expression of what is in his conscious knowledge. It would be a way of giving a
kind of phenomenal report, “I don’t know when I am coming again.” But it would have
been deep in the subconscious, if either the Father had allowed it to come out or he had
been able to reach down and grab it. So I would say that, with a statement like that, don’t
overload it with too much theological freight. I think he is just giving a report of what he
is aware of. “Yeah, I don’t know,” he is saying.
Question: Somebody raised the question last time and said what is the purpose of this
discussion? What are we trying to do? I thought maybe you could say a few more words
if you haven’t already. It seems to me that what you are trying to do in this discussion
about the incarnation and the two natures of Christ and then previously in the Trinity and
the three persons of the Godhead is avoid the indictment that Christianity embraces a
contradiction. Because I know your whole project is “Reasonable Faith” and if
Christianity does embrace a contradiction, then logically it has to be false. You can have a
paradox or an apparent contradiction, but if you have a real contradiction, then we have a
serious problem. Can you explain that if you have a logical contradiction, then anything
follows from that contradiction including God is evil, the moon is made out of cheese, or
whatever. We need to avoid that charge.52
Answer: You are right. A contradiction cannot be true and from a falsehood anything
follows, including other contradictions. It is vital, I think, as Christians who want to
commend our faith as a reasonable faith, that we want to say that our faith is logically
coherent. Now objections have been raised against this, on the one hand by secular
thinkers, humanists, and other atheistic or agnostic thinkers, who have said Christianity is
logically incoherent in the Trinity and in the incarnation; then also Muslims and cultists
have raised this objection. The principal arguments that Muslims raise against the truth of
Christian monotheism is that trinitarianism and the incarnation are logically impossible –
they just don’t make sense – , and therefore you need to have a unitarian concept of God,
as you do in Islam. I just can’t overemphasize how strongly these Muslims press the
rationality of Islam over the irrationality of Christianity. They are very insistent on this.
So if we are to commend our faith, both to a secular culture, as well as to a resurgent
Islamic religion around the world, it is important that we be able to show that the biblical
view is not a logical absurdity. With regard to both the Trinity and the incarnation, what I
have done, you’ll notice, is to offer possible models of how we might understand these
doctrines that are logically coherent and faithful to the Bible. It does no good to be just
logically coherent if it is incompatible with the Bible. So what you want is both. I have
tried to develop a model that is logically coherent and faithful to the biblical witness.
That doesn’t mean those models are true. I should not be accused of a theologia gloriae –
a theology of glory – in which I claim to be able to explain the Trinity and the
incarnation. No, I am not saying that. But I am saying we can provide models that could
be true, and, therefore, this defuses the objection that you have mentioned. That is the
project in these two sections of the class.
Question: Could you express the Trinity in terms of the Law of Non-Contradiction?
Answer: Yes, I think that is right.
52
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Question: Could you do it now? Could you explain that?
Answer: Let’s review what we said. Remember, Christianity says that the Father is God.
Right? And it also says the Son is God. But then it says that the Father is not the Son.
That would appear to be a logical contradiction, given the transitivity of identity. If the
Father is identical with God and the Son is identical with God, then the Father is identical
with the Son. That just follows logically. That would be the objection that there is a
logical contradiction. What we did to try to explain why this is not a contradiction is – as
our former president emphasized – it all depends on what the meaning of “is” is. If this
were an “is” of identity, then we would have a logical contradiction – if this were an “is”
expressing an identity. But it is not an “is” of identity; it is an “is” of predication. That is
to say, it is predicating a property of something. So if I say, “The couch is blue,” I am not
using the word “is” there in the sense of identity. I am not saying that the couch is a color.
Right? It is not an “is” of identity. Or if I say, “The dog is four-legged,” I am not
identifying the dog with four-leggedness. Is that clear? So the “is” of predication is not
the same thing as the “is” of identity. So when we say that the Father is God and the Son
is God, what we really mean is the Father is divine and the Son is divine.53 But we are not
saying that the Son is the same person as the Father. We are not saying that these two are
identical. Indeed, they are not identical. The Father is not the Son. But each of them has
the property of divinity. So there is no logical contradiction.
Followup: So it would be in character and function that would make the difference. It is
like when we say that Jesus is God in the flesh, what we are talking about is his nature
and his character.
Answer: We are saying in that case that he has a divine nature. When you say, “He is God
in the flesh,” you are saying that he is divine and incarnate. So you are predicating
properties of the person; that is what you are doing with this kind of “is.” This kind of
“is” predicates a property of the subject of the sentence. So when you say, “The couch is
red,” you are predicating the property of being red of the couch. When you say, “The dog
is four-legged,” you are predicating the property of four-leggedness of the dog. If you
say, “The president is angry,” you are predicating the property of anger of the president.
So when you say the Son is God, the Father is God, you are predicating the property of
divinity of these persons, and you are saying that there is more than one divine person.
But these persons aren’t identical. There is more than one of them, but there is only one
God; and I suggested that God is the Trinity. Now when it comes to the incarnation, there
we are predicating two natures of this one person. The second person of the Trinity, the
Logos, has all the properties that go to make up a divine nature, and he has all the
properties that go to make up a human nature.
Followup: The substance is the same, is equal. Equal in substance.
Answer: Right, the substance in this case is the subject of which the property is
predicated.
Followup: OK, they are distinct but not separate then.
Answer: They are not in any way separate – well, except personally separate. They are
distinct persons. But they are the same being. Remember the example, or the analogy, I
53
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gave of a soul equipped with three sets of rational faculties each sufficient for
personhood. There is on soul, one being, there. But there would be three persons. This is
reverting back to the model of the Trinity that we talked about. In Christ, you have this
sort of mirror image of the Trinity. In the Trinity you have multiple persons in one nature;
in Christ you have one person with multiple natures. So they are sort of mirror images of
each other.
Question: I am stumbling over your statement that they are not identical. I know they are
not the same, but they can be identical. They are identical. They both totally possess the
same nature. They are different persons, but they are identical. The Father is not greater
than the Son. He is first insofar as procession, but they are identical.
Answer: Let’s talk about this. One of the principles of identity is the property of
indiscernibility. If X and Y are identical, then they have all the same properties. They are
indiscernible. If they have different properties, then X cannot be identical with Y because
X has something Y doesn’t or Y has something that X doesn’t.
Followup: What does the Father have that the Son doesn’t have?
Answer: Well, let me give an example. In classical Christian thought, only the Son is
begotten. The Father is unbegotten. So the Father has the property of being unbegotten,
which the Son does not have. The Father is unique in being unbegotten, whereas the Son
is begotten. In addition to that, there are other kinds of properties. Only the Son died on
the cross, for example. You couldn’t say that the Father died on the cross. That would be
a heresy called Patripassionism54, that the Father suffered.
Followup: But that’s the Son in his human nature.
Answer: Granted, that is true. But that would be another example! Only the Son has the
property of having a human nature. The Father is not incarnate. So they clearly are
discernible. They have different properties, so they are not the same person, even though
they both have the same divine nature. I think what you want to say is that they are
identical in their divine nature, and, yes, I want to affirm that. They both have the same
nature, but they are not the same person. That is evident in that they are discernible in
their properties.55
Question: Could you give us the good and the bad, as far as the incarnation is concerned,
in your new favorite analogy of Avatar?
Answer: Oh! Yeah, a few months ago, Jan and I went and saw Avatar with our son and
daughter-in-law. It struck me that the figure, the principal protagonist in this movie, Jake
Sully is a Christ figure because he has on the one hand a human nature, in which he is
crippled and confined to a wheelchair, but then they send him into this world where he
takes on the body of a Navi (who are the inhabitants of this planet) which is this big,
seven-foot, blue, powerful extraterrestrial. And yet it is the same person. Jake Sully is the
same person who has on the one hand this Navi body and has on the other hand this
54
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human body. It is very interesting because in the film he becomes the savior of the Navi
people by saving them from the U.S. military. (That was the negative part about it.) But
anyway, he is a sort of Christ figure. I think that if you can understand Avatar, you can
understand the doctrine of the incarnation. In fact, that is what “avatar” means! An avatar
is an incarnate deity. In Hinduism, they have lots of avatars, who are supposed gods that
come down in human flesh. So the name of the movie is, in a sense, “Incarnation,” and it
is about the incarnation of this Jake Sully in this other nature. He has two natures, and
they have radically different properties – the one is crippled up and impotent and the
other is powerful and vigorous and so forth. So the movie is a very nice illustration, I
think, of the doctrine of the two natures of Christ – one person with two natures.
Question: When dealing with Muslims, what is their response when you say only the
Trinity is God?
Answer: I haven’t heard them respond to that. I don’t know. I have said this in debates
with Shabir Ally and others, and I don’t think they really had a response. So I can’t
answer the question. Sorry!
Question: Was Jesus aware that he was incapable of sinning?
Answer: I don’t know the answer to that. That is pure conjecture, I think. I think that the
question that you are raising is, “How could Jesus feel the allure of temptation and of sin
if he knew that he couldn’t give in; if he knew that at the end of the day he couldn’t sin,
would he really then be able to feel the lure of it?” Well, maybe he would. I mean, I think
we can imagine situations that we would be in where we know in the end we wouldn’t
give in, but, boy, it sure looks good! We would still feel the power of that and would have
to resist and so forth. On the other hand, if you think that being unaware of his
impeccability is a requirement of being tempted, I wouldn’t have any problem with that,
at least up to the point of temptation. Maybe after vanquishing Satan and conquering
Satan, maybe at that point he did become aware that he was impeccable and couldn’t sin.
I think that is an open question, and the model I am giving doesn’t try to answer that.
Question: This is more of a comment. My experience has been with most Muslim
arguments is that they really don’t understand the Trinity to begin with. They just
consider it three deities, as far as they are concerned. And some of them think it is God
the Father, God the Son, and Mary – some of them even go that far. So they don’t
understand it. So when they critique it, they critique it based on what they understand,
they treat it like some form of Hinduism. So when you come at it from a more
sophisticated thing, they never heard the more sophisticated model, at least 99% haven’t,
so they really don’t have a comeback to that one.
Answer: I think that is a good point. If you can just articulate the orthodox doctrine of, for
example, the Trinity, it usually will catch the Muslim off-guard because his objection is
based on a caricature that no Christian believes in. So I think that is a good point.56
Question: In listening to all of this, you can say the Father is God, but you can’t, in an
identity sense, say God is the Father because you have excluded the possibility then of
the Son being God or the Holy Spirit being God. Is that correct?
56
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Answer: No quite! Almost correct! Because if you can say it one way, you can say it the
other way. If you are using it in the sense of identity, it is reflexive or symmetrical. If the
Son is identical to God, then God is identical to the Son. But what I would say is that –
and please don’t misunderstand me now! – in the sense of identity the Father is not God.
God is triune. The Father is not triune. The Father is one person. So in the sense of
identity, the Father is not identical to the Trinity.
Followup: OK, my question then would go on to, in talking to Muslims, if you use the
word “is” it has a very distinct meaning to most people. And to them, it means you cannot
have two things that are the same, or three things. That is the problem they have. Allah is
God and no one else.
Answer: What we need to help them understand is that when you are using “is” in a
predicative sense, then different things can have the same property. The couch can be red,
and the fire truck can be red. But that doesn’t make the couch identical to the fire truck!
Similarly, the Son can be divine, the Father can be divine, the Holy Spirit can be divine,
but that doesn’t make them identical to each other. So the whole issue here hinges on
understanding this difference between the “is” of identity and the “is” of predication. This
is a nice example of something that might look like a hair-splitting philosophical
distinction that really makes a world of difference once you understand how the word
“is” is being used.
Followup: The last point would be: if that is true, can you give me another example –
aside from the Trinity – that has that characteristic of three-in-one?
Answer: I tried to use the analogy of Cerberus, you remember, where you have three
minds which are one dog because it is a three-headed dog. That would be an example of
three canine consciousnesses which are not identical to each other, but together these
three are one dog.
Followup: But Cerberus did not really exist right?
Answer: Right, I’m not a pagan mythologist! But it is a nice analogy. It is a good thought
experiment.
Question: If I can just make one quick comment, and I do have one question on the
Muslim thing about the Trinity. A lot of Muslims actually believe that the Trinity is not
God: Father, Son, Holy Spirit. They believe (I mean the ones who aren’t educated)
believe that it is God as the Father, which they would think of as Allah, and then Mary
and then Jesus – because of Catholic influence.
Answer: Yeah, maybe because of the expression “Mary, mother of God” that they
misunderstood that. There is a verse in the Qur’an where Allah says to Jesus, “Jesus, did
you teach men to worship me and your mother as gods?” and he says, “Far be it from me
to teach such a thing! You are the only God.”57 So evidently there were Muslims who
misunderstood the doctrine of the Trinity to think that it was composed of the Father,
Mary, and their offspring Jesus, which is, of course, a heinous doctrine that no orthodox
Christian would accept.58
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Followup: About Christ having a sinful nature, I understand that it is impossible because
he had to be perfectly righteous and live a perfectly righteous life – essentially righteous.
I understand the imputed sin of Adam to be being born under the covenantal head of
Adam, as in descending from Adam. Two parents having a child imputes the sin of Adam,
and that obviously that is not the case with Christ – he is born of the Holy Spirit and a
virgin. Also, the doctrine of rebirth by baptism is us being reborn into the covenantal
head of Christ, which rids us of our sin by dying to sin and being raised by Christ. But the
Heidelberg Catechism, which I will just quote, says, “Question #16: Why must he, as the
propitiation of our sins, be man but also perfectly righteous?” and it answers that,
“because the justice of God requires that the same human nature that has sinned, should
likewise make the satisfaction for sin; and one, who is himself a sinner, cannot satisfy for
others.” I have to ask, under what covenantal head was Christ born?
Answer: He would be still within the Adamic covenant in that he represents, like Adam
does, the human race before God. But the essential point here is that sinfulness is not part
of the human essence. Adam didn’t cease to be a human being when he fell into sin.
When he was pre-fall, he was human, and so Christ, in order to be under the Adamic
covenant, didn’t need to be a sinful person. He needed to be essentially human, and he
was. So it seems to me that what was expressed in the Catechism is the point that we
were making earlier on with regard to that objection to Apollinarianism. Remember that
was “That which is not assumed is not saved.” That is why Christ had to have a human
nature in order for human nature to be saved. But that human nature had to be a sinless
human nature – it had to be righteous. If he were sinful, he would himself need a savior
and propitiation. So Christ, like Adam, represents us before God, and in order to do that
he doesn’t need to share in our sinfulness because that is not essential to human nature.
That is accidental to human nature.
That brings us to a close on the person of Christ. What we will do now is to turn to the
work of Christ, and in particular we will want to look at the doctrine of Jesus’
substitutionary atonement. How is it that, through his death, Christ wins salvation and
forgiveness for us who place our trust in him? That is the question that we will start next
time.59
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 9
The Work of Christ – His Death and Atonement
We have been talking in our lesson about Christology, the Doctrine of Christ. That is the
section of this course that we are dealing with now – the Doctrine of Christ. You may
recall that when I introduced this section I said that it comprises two parts: first, the
person of Christ and then, secondly, the work of Christ. We have now completed our
section on the person of Christ, answering the question “Who is Jesus Christ?” Today we
want to turn to a new section on the work of Christ.

The Work of Christ – His Death and Atonement
The work of Christ comprises primarily, again, two components: the cross and the
resurrection. The cross and the resurrection of Christ are two sides of the same coin, so to
speak. We want to look first at the cross of Christ and what Jesus accomplished there by
understanding how Christ’s death served as an atonement for sin. How is it that through
his death on this Roman gibbet the world was reconciled to God and forgiveness of sins
was made available?
In order to look at the doctrine of Christ’s atoning death, or work, we want to first
examine some Scriptural data concerning the cross of Christ, or the death of Christ.

Scriptural Data

Jesus’ Own Teachings
First, what was Jesus’ own attitude toward his death? Jesus, as you read the Gospels, had
a keen sense of his impending death. This was not an accident that caught him by
surprise. Indeed, he fairly impelled himself toward his death by going up to Jerusalem at
the time of the Passover Feast. What was Jesus’ attitude toward his death? Why did he
push himself in this suicidal direction that he knew clearly would lead to his own
destruction? Take a look at several passages – three of them in particular.
First, Mark 10:45. Here Jesus speaks of his death in terms of a ransom. He says, “For the
Son of Man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for
many.” So he thought of himself as the Son of Man come into human history to give his
life as a ransom for others. We will have to explore later what that means. But at least
here we have in Jesus’ own self-understanding the idea of his death as a ransom for other
persons.
In Matthew 26:26-29, we have Jesus speaking of his death in terms of the forgiveness of
sins for many. This is the story of Jesus’ last Passover supper with the disciples, and
Matthew records,
Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it
to the disciples and said, ‘Take, eat; this is my body.’ And he took a cup, and when
he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink of it, all of you; for this is
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my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of
sins. I tell you I shall not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I
drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.’
Here, Jesus, through the bread and the wine, prefigures his own death, and he says that in
drinking the cup this represents the blood of the covenant – some manuscripts say the
“new” covenant – which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. So Jesus
himself, as we see in these words of institution of the Last Supper, thought of his death as
a sacrificial death that would be poured out to achieve forgiveness of sins.60
Finally, third, in Luke 24:26-27, in the resurrection appearance story on the road to
Emmaus, we find Jesus speaking of his death as being part of his messianic office which
he was to fulfill. That is to say, as the promised Jewish Messiah, he thought that his
suffering and death properly belonged to the messianic role, or function, that he was to
fulfill. Jesus says, “‘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.” This is in one sense quite
startling because the messianic prophesies that you find for the most part in the Old
Testament predict that Messiah would be a Davidic king who would establish his throne
in Jerusalem, he would conquer his enemies, subdue the enemies of Israel, and his throne
would be established forever. But Jesus evidently thought of the Messiah in quite
different terms. Here he thinks, based on Scripture, that it belongs to the messianic office
to actually suffer and die, and therefore he thought of his death in terms of something that
he, as the Messiah, had to fulfill.
So in Jesus’ own sayings about his death, we find that he thinks of his death as a ransom
for many, that it is a sacrificial death whereby his blood is poured out for the forgiveness
of sin for others, and this is part of the messianic office that he came to discharge.

Paul’s Teachings
In addition to Jesus’ own attitude toward his death, we have the teachings of the apostle
Paul about the cross of Christ in his various epistles. Paul has a lot to say about the cross.
Indeed, Paul seemed to think of the cross as the very center of the Gospel which he
proclaimed. He said, “I determined to know nothing among you but Jesus Christ and him
crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). So the cross was the centerpiece of the Gospel Paul
preached.
There are two sorts of expressions that you find in the letters of Paul with respect to
Jesus’ death. First are those passages that speak of Jesus being “given up” – he’s being
given up to death, or handed over to death. The other type of expression is to say that
Christ “died for our sins.” He died for our sins. So the first group of passages would be
those that speak of Christ being delivered up or given up. The second would be the notion
of his dying for our sins.
With respect to the first texts, Jesus’ being given up, we might refer, for example, to
Romans 4:25, where, referring to Christ, Paul says he was “put to death” (that is to say, in
the Greek, delivered up or handed over) “for our trespasses and raised for our
60
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justification.” That would be an example of these texts that speak of Christ being
delivered up or handed over for our trespasses and then raised for our justification.
And then “dying for our sins” – this is found, for example, in the very early creedal
confession that Paul quotes in 1 Corinthians 15:3. Paul reminds the Corinthians of this
oral tradition that he passed on to them. He says, “For I delivered to you as of first
importance what I also received . . .” That speaks of the transmission of tradition. What
he received he is now transmitting in turn to the Corinthians; then he begins to quote this
formula, the first line of which says: “that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the
scriptures.” So right at the head of the Gospel message was this notion of dying for our
sins, and it is found in this very primitive formula that Paul quotes and that New
Testament scholars generally date to be within the first three to five years after Jesus’
death on the cross.61
Even more significant than the verbs, though, of giving Jesus up or Jesus’ dying for our
sins is the object of the action. On the one hand, Paul will often say, as we have seen, “for
our sins” – it is our sins that is the object of the death. On the other hand, he will
sometimes talk about dying “for us” – where he makes it very personal. Christ died for
our sins; but also he died for us. Have a look at Romans 5:6, 8, “While we were still
weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. . . . But God shows his love for us in
that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.” There, actually, we find both of them –
the notion of Christ’s dying for sin, but also for us personally. Galatians 1:3-4 would be
another example of dying for our sins: “Grace to you and peace from God the Father and
our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil
age, according to the will of our God and Father.” There you see Christ’s giving himself
up for our sins. More often, Paul will say that Christ simply died for us or that he was
given up for us. For example, Romans 8:32: “He who did not spare his own Son but gave
him up” (there’s that verb again of delivering him up) “for us all, will he not also give us
all things with him?” There you see how Christ was given up for us. Or Romans 14:15:
“If your brother is being injured by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. Do
not let what you eat cause the ruin of one for whom Christ died.” There you have the
notion of Christ’s death for this person. He died for this brother. 1 Corinthians 8:11, a
similar verse: “And so by your knowledge this weak man is destroyed, the brother for
whom Christ died.” There again you see Christ dying for this person. Galatians 2:20, Paul
says, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in
me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me”
(and then here comes the expression) “and gave himself for me.” Christ gave himself for
me. 2 Corinthians 5:14-15:
For the love of Christ controls us, because we are convinced that one has died for
all [there you have the expression died for all]; therefore all have died. And he
died for all, that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him
who for their sake died and was raised.
1 Thessalonians 5:9-10: “For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation
through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us so that whether we wake or sleep we
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might live with him.”62 Finally, John 11:51, speaking about Caiaphas’ statement that it is
expedient for one man to die, John comments, “He did not say this of his own accord, but
being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus should die for the nation.” So we have
in Paul, then, this notion of Christ’s giving himself up (or being given up) or Christ’s
dying, and the object of this can either be dying (or being given up) for sin or dying (or
being given up) for us.

Jesus’ Death as a Sacrifice
Finally, the third point that I wanted to make, in addition to talking about Jesus’ attitude
toward his own death and what Paul has to say about the death of Christ, is the notion of
Jesus’ death as a sacrifice. The notion of Jesus’ death as a sacrifice. We find this in
various places in the New Testament. For example, John 1:29; this is a statement of John
the Baptist about Jesus, “The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said,
‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!’” Here John thinks of
Jesus as a sacrificial lamb. Just as the lambs were slaughtered in the temple, John calls
Jesus the Lamb of God, and in being the Lamb of God he sees him as taking away the sin
of the world. So this is the notion of Jesus’ death as some sort of a sacrifice – a sacrificial
offering to God. Then there is the Last Supper. Let’s look at Mark’s version of the Last
Supper. Mark 14, particularly verse 22 and following (we’ve already read Matthew’s
account),
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 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. Truly, I say to you, I
shall not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in
the kingdom of God.’
Here the language is one again of sacrificial offering in which the blood is poured out on
behalf of others. So Jesus also thinks of his death in terms of a sacrificial offering.
Paul also had this conception. 1 Corinthians 5:7. This is a very interesting passage
because you don’t have this in Paul much at all, but 1 Corinthians 5:7, the second half of
that verse, in encouraging the Corinthians to be like an unleavened lump of dough, where
the evil leaven is cleansed out, he says, “For Christ, our paschal lamb, has been
sacrificed.” Here he refers to Christ as the Passover lamb, and he says our Passover lamb
has been sacrificed, which is Jesus Christ. So he is thinking of Jesus’ death in terms of
being like the Passover lamb. Romans 8:3: “For God has done what the law, weakened by
the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin,”
(or this could be rendered “as a sin offering”) “he condemned sin in the flesh.” This
expression. which is translated here “for sin,” is usually rendered in the Greek version of
the Old Testament (called the Septuagint, which is abbreviated LXX. This is the Greek
Old Testament that was used by the New Testament writers, who spoke Greek; they
would often quote from the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament), and that expression
that is here translated “for sin” is the usual rendering of “a sin offering.”63 So God sent
62
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his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as a sin offering; Paul is saying something very
much along the lines of 1 Corinthians 5:7, “Christ our Passover Lamb.”
The Book of Hebrews is perhaps the book that reflects most on this notion of Christ’s
death as a sacrifice. Look, for example, at Hebrews 9:11-14. The writer says,
But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then
through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this
creation) he entered once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats
and calves but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. For if the
sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes
of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, how much more shall the
blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to
God, purify your conscience from dead works to serve the living God!
So here he thinks of Christ not only as the high priest offering the sacrifice, but as the
sacrifice himself! He is both the priest and the sacrifice. He offers his own blood like a
lamb without blemish to God to cleanse us from sin. Then also Hebrews 9:24-10:18. So
this is an extended passage:
For Christ has entered, not into a sanctuary made with hands, a copy of the true
one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf.
Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the Holy Place
yearly with blood not his own; for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly
since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the
end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. And just as it is
appointed for men to die once, and after that comes judgment, so Christ, having
been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal
with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.
For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true
form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices which are continually
offered year after year, make perfect those who draw near. Otherwise, would they
not have ceased to be offered? If the worshipers had once been cleansed, they
would no longer have any consciousness of sin. But in these sacrifices there is a
reminder of sin year after year. For it is impossible that the blood of bulls and
goats should take away sins. Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he
said, ‘Sacrifices and offerings thou hast not desired, but a body hast thou prepared
for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings thou hast taken no pleasure. Then I
said, “Lo, I have come to do thy will, O God,” as it is written of me in the roll of
the book.’ When he said above, ‘Thou hast neither desired nor taken pleasure in
sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings’ (these are offered
according to the law), then he added, ‘Lo, I have come to do thy will.’ He
abolishes the first in order to establish the second. And by that will we have been
sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. And every
priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which
can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single
sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, then to wait until his
enemies should be made a stool for his feet. For by a single offering he has
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perfected for all time those who are sanctified. And the Holy Spirit also bears
witness to us; for after saying, ‘This is the covenant that I will make with them
after those days, says the Lord: I will put my laws on their hearts, and write them
on their minds,’ then he adds, ‘I will remember their sins and their misdeeds no
more.’ Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for
sin.64
Here the author reflects at length on the contrast between the ineffectual, repetitive Old
Testament animal sacrifices with the single, efficacious sacrifice of Christ. He says that
these animal sacrifices were ultimately ineffectual; they could not take away sin; they
simply reminded people year after year of their sins. They were not effective in cleansing
people of sins. By contrast, Christ’s death is unique; it is efficacious in cleansing once for
all from sin; it procures forgiveness of sins; it sanctifies those on whose behalf it is done;
and it takes away their sins. So clearly this author is thinking of Christ’s death in these
Old Testament categories of a sacrificial offering which Christ brings to God on our
behalf.
1 Peter 2:24 also has this theme; there the author 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.” There he speaks of Christ as the sin bearer, the one on whom our sins
are laid. This recalls Isaiah’s prophesy. In Isaiah 53:4-6 and 10-12,
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.
And then verse 10-12,
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.
In 1 Peter 2, this is exactly the kind of language that we have repeated. Christ is bearing
our sins, God has laid them on him, and then we are healed though his sacrifice, just as
Isaiah says, “by his stripes we have been healed.”

Propitiation and Expiation
One final thought for today, as we think about the biblical material related to the death of
Christ: This is the distinction between Christ’s death as a propitiation for sin and an
64
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expiation for sin. Propitiation and expiation. What are we talking about here? The key
term here in the Greek is hilasterion, which is the Greek term for the mercy seat in the
Holy of Holies.65 It indicates a sin offering, an offering to take away sin. Christ’s death is
spoken in the New Testament in these terms, as a hilasterion – a sacrifice or offering for
sin. For example, Romans 3:25 speaks of Christ as him “whom God put forward as an
expiation by his blood, to be received by faith.” There you have the word “expiation” –
Christ is put forward as an expiation by his blood. Hebrews 2:17: “Therefore he had to be
made like his brethren in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful
high priest in the service of God, to make expiation for the sins of the people.” Also, in
Hebrews 9:5, there he speaks of the “cherubim of the glory overshadowing the mercy
seat” – hilasterion. So that would just be a reference to this notion of the mercy seat, and
we’ve seen Christ is put forward as an expiation in the same way. 1 John 2:2: “and he is
the expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.”
And 1 John 4:10: “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his
Son to be the expiation for our sins.”
Now what does it mean to talk about this notion of Christ’s death as an expiation as
opposed to a propitiation? The idea of an expiation or expiatory death means that it is a
death which removes some offense to God. It takes away the offense of our sin.
Propitiation speaks of meeting God’s demands – meeting the demands of his justice.
Some scholars have felt very uncomfortable with the idea of propitiation. You noticed in
my translation that I read from, the word was always translated as “expiation,” never
“propitiation.” C.H. Dodd, a great Cambridge New Testament scholar, tried to get rid of
this notion of propitiation. He thought it was unworthy of the God of the Bible – that God
would be this sort of angry Oriental King that needed to be appeased and propitiated. He
thought, no, no, these references to the hilasterion simply refer to Christ’s death as an
expiation. It removes our sin – it takes it away. But God doesn’t need to be propitiated in
the manner of some petty Middle Eastern king. But I think most scholars would say today
that the idea of propitiation is also contained both in the Old Testament and in the New
Testament. In the Old Testament, the sacrifices are often thought of in terms of seeking
God’s favor. For example, Zechariah 8:22 66 and Malachi 1:9 67 speak of seeking the
favor of God. This shouldn’t be thought of in terms of buttering up the gods in order to
win their favor. That is not the idea of propitiation. That would be unworthy of the
biblical God, as though we had to make sacrifices and offerings to God to sort of butter
him up and get him over on our side so that we would have good fortune. That is a very
pagan concept. But rather the idea is that Christ’s sacrificial death does meet the demands
of God’s justice and hence served to avert the wrath of God, so that God’s wrath is
placated. He does not need to punish us anymore because the demands of his justice are
met by Christ’s death. So in Christ’s death we have both an expiation of sin – a removal
of sin – but also a propitiation – or meeting the demands – of God’s justice and, hence,
turning aside his wrath.
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“Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the LORD of hosts in Jerusalem, and to
entreat the favor of the LORD” (Zechariah 8:22).
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“And now entreat the favor of God, that he may be gracious to us. With such a gift from your
hand, will he show favor to any of you? says the LORD of hosts” (Malachi 1:9).
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Those are just some of the biblical reflections on the notion of the death of Christ. What
we will do next time, I’ll wrap up this section by saying a few more words on the biblical
material about Christ’s death, take your questions, and then we will jump into a
systematic summary and look at what the church fathers have said about the way in
which Christ’s death works atonement for us.68
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 10
Christ's Death is an Expiation and Propitiation
We are studying the doctrine of Christ, and we looked for some months at the person of
Christ, and now we have turned to a study of the work of Christ – primarily, the study of
Christ’s cross and resurrection, which are two sides of the same coin. The cross and
resurrection represent the principal work of Jesus Christ. Last time we began to look at
what Jesus’ death meant for us – how it is through his death that atonement is made for
the sins of mankind.
[Dr. Craig discusses the outline he has prepared for this section of the
class]
When we left off last time, we were talking about the death of Jesus Christ as a sacrificial
offering for sin. We saw that both Jesus himself and many of the writers of the New
Testament thought of Jesus’ death in terms of a sacrificial offering to God for our sins,
and, as such, Christ’s death, we saw, is a propitiation and an expiation. The Greek word,
you’ll remember, is hilasterion, which designated the mercy seat in the Holy of Holies in
the temple and is used of Christ’s sacrificial death. It is a propitiation of God’s wrath and
justice. It is an expiation, or removal, of our sin.
You’ll remember that I said some scholars felt uncomfortable about the idea of
propitiation – that is to say, the idea that God somehow needed to be ameliorated in his
feelings toward us, that something had to be done to bring God over onto our side, so to
speak. Therefore, they wanted to say that Christ’s death is purely an expiation of sin – it
is something that removes our sin. God is standing with open arms ready to receive us.
He doesn’t need to be placated in any way. Our sin just needs to be removed – it needs to
be expiated. So Christ’s death is an expiation for sin. But I suggested that most scholars
think that the idea of propitiation is also actually there as well. God’s wrath, because of
sin, needs to be satisfied, and Christ’s death serves to satisfy, or remove, the wrath of
God. We find this, as I indicated last week, already in the Old Testament in the Septuagint
– the Greek translation of the Old Testament. In Zechariah 8:22 and Malachi 1:9 we find
the related word exilaskomai, related to hilasterion, to indicate that we need to seek
God’s favor. We need to seek out the favor of God. Let’s look at Zechariah 8:22 for
example; there the prophet says “Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the
LORD of hosts in Jerusalem, and to entreat the favor of the LORD.” That expression,
translated in my Bible as “entreat the favor of the LORD,” is exilaskesthai to prosopon
kuriou69 – to seek the favor or the face of the Lord. There you have the idea that one does
need to try to seek or entreat God’s favor. You find a similar motif in Malachi 1:9 70,
where the prophet says to us “now entreat the favor of God, that he may be gracious to
us.”
So already in the Old Testament you have this idea that God’s favor needs to be sought;
69
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we need to entreat God for his favor. This comes over into the New Testament in that
Christ’s sacrificial death does serve to remove God’s righteous indignation and anger
over sin and so makes him favorable towards us. This is not, as I emphasized last week,
the pagan idea of buttering God up in order to get him on your side. If you visit pagan
countries even today, like China or India, where finite spirit beings are entreated in order
to curry favor with them, so that you will get good health or employment opportunities or
disaster won’t befall you, you’ll find in many of these temples that there isn’t any attempt
to worship the deity or to have a relationship with this deity or to love the deity. Rather
the idea is simply to placate the deity, to manipulate the deity, so that this being will be on
your side. That is not the idea here when we talk about propitiation in the New Testament.
Rather the idea in the New Testament is that God is holy and righteous and therefore
righteously indignant, righteously wrathful, over sin, which is a personal affront to him.
Christ’s sacrificial death does serve to avert God’s righteous anger and wrath.
Let’s look at some passages that speak of this. Romans 1:18 speaks of God’s wrath over
sin. God’s wrath is described in Romans 1:18 – he says (Paul), “For the wrath of God is
revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who by their
wickedness suppress the truth.” So there is a genuine wrath of God over unrighteousness
and wickedness. In chapter 3 of Romans, Paul goes on to explain how this wrath is
removed. Romans 3:5-6. Well, not this passage, I’m sorry. This speaks again of the wrath
of God, “But if our wickedness serves to show the justice of God, what shall we say?
That God is unjust to inflict wrath on us? (I speak in a human way.) By no means! For
then how could God judge the world?” Here you see that the wrath of God is a function
of God’s justice and that God is not unjust to inflict wrath on us. In fact, it is an
expression of his justice. Romans 5:9 also speaks of God’s wrath, “Since, therefore, we
are now justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of
God.” There again you see that salvation is from God’s wrath. Ephesians 2 says in a
similar vein, “Among these” (that is, the disobedient) “we all once lived in the passions
of our flesh, following the desires of body and mind, and so we were by nature children
of wrath, like the rest of mankind.” We were children of wrath under God’s justice.
It is Christ’s death that serves to remove our sin and so the wrath of God. And here
Romans 3:21-26 is the passage that I had intended to read:
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 [or propitiation] 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.71
So through Christ’s atoning death our sin is removed, and we are constituted righteous
before God. Finally, 1 John 1:7 speaks also of how Christ’s death serves to remove our
sin: “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one
71
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another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.”
So the blood of Christ, or the death of Christ, is both an expiation of sin that removes sin
from us, and it is also a propitiation of God’s wrath.

DISCUSSION
Question: Just a comment, but to differentiate between the way the pagans would want to
satisfy God to get favors, you said, “buttering them up” – it seems to me the difference is
that God represents justice and purity, and that’s the standard, not a personality that you
are trying to please. It would sort of be like Christ and the money changers in the sense
that there was righteous anger. It didn’t have to do with him but in his Father’s house
because his Father represented purity and truth and love, and their actions defiled God in
his place of worship.
Answer: Yeah, that’s right. The wrath of God is not the wrath of some petty tyrant who is
arbitrarily offended.
Followup: Or you are trying to please a personality. It is against a standard of absolute
purity and love and justice and righteousness. So it is that standard that you are trying to
give back to God, and there can’t be any ... I guess the motive for the people that were
trying to offer things to pagan deities was to get something back. And with this idea, it is
to please because of who he is.
Answer: OK. I think those are all very good insights. It reminds me of a comment that
Steve Davis, a Christian philosopher, once made. He said “Our only hope is the wrath of
God.” By that he meant that it is an expression of the holiness and righteousness of God
that becomes our salvation in Christ. The very thing that is such a terror for the person
outside of Christ, namely, the righteousness of God which expresses itself in his wrath
upon sin, becomes the source of our salvation. That was Martin Luther’s great insight. As
a Catholic monk he was terrified of the wrath of God, until he came to understand that it
was through faith that he was rendered righteous by God, and so that righteousness that
once condemned him now justified him.
Question: There is a question I did not get to ask last time, but it is on section (b) of the
outline. You were talking last week about how he died for us and the emphasis in
Scripture on that. I was wondering what your thoughts are on Ephesians 5:25-27, where it
is referring to Christ giving himself up for the church. I am just wondering if you think
there is any corporate aspect to his sacrifice. I am not talking about from a salvation
standpoint, but I am talking about as far as establishing the church.72
Answer: Let’s read Ephesians 5:25, the second part of that verse says, “as Christ loved the
church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her” – that is a good point. It is
not just a sort of death on behalf of individuals but there is this corporate notion, too,
where it says “Christ gave himself up for the church.” So I think that is right – we are his
body, and that would seem to be a correct emphasis. My only caution would be, don’t
restrict that death to say that Christ died only for the elect – that he only died for the
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church and did not die for those outside the church – because I think we have testimony
elsewhere, such as in 1 John, where it says that he is the propitiation not only for our sins
for also for the sins of the whole world.73 So there is this sense in which his atoning death
is on behalf of the whole world and not just for the church; but certainly the church is, as
you said, an object of his dying.
Question: I am curious if sacrifice is necessary for the atonement of sin, what about King
David? When he had the affair with Bathsheba, and then afterward, after ordering the
murder of Uriah, he repented and Nathan said, “Don’t worry, you won’t die, the Lord has
already forgiven you.” But yet, no sacrifice was made.
Answer: Well, I am not sure what to say about that! I am sure that David would still be
involved in the normal sacrifices in the temple. It is not as though, in the Old Testament,
a person had to offer a special sacrifice every time he sinned. There would be regular
sacrifices that would be offered, right, on behalf of sin?
Followup: Yeah, the Yom Kippur sacrifice should cover it.
Answer: But it wouldn’t be as though if a person sinned that he had to go and make a
special sacrifice every time in the temple, right?
Followup: Not as far as I know.
Answer: [there seems to have been a side question off-mic that Dr. Craig is
now addressing] This is not talking about the judgment that fell on David’s son, it is
talking about how could David’s sin be forgiven without his having to go and offer some
sort of an animal sacrifice. My question is that there would not be that sort of tit-for-tat
that every time a person under the Old Covenant sinned he had to go to temple and offer
a sacrifice. In fact, that would be impossible for most Jews.
Followup: This is true. It would be like you sinned and you are walking away from the
temple to your house which is a three-day journey and on the way back you sin. You’re
right, that would be impossible. I think Paul deals with this in Romans as well. For
example, when it was impossible to offer sacrifices, they are looking forward to Christ.
Their faith ultimately saved them.
Answer: Yeah, it would seem to me that he would still be under the Old Testament system
of sacrifices, but his sin could be forgiven upon his confession and repentance by the
prophet.
Question: I don’t know whether this follows, but in the Old Testament the sacrifices were
only to remind them of their sinfulness, not to forgive their sins.
Answer: There were sin offerings in the sense that these... remember how, especially with
the scapegoat, the sins would be laid on the goat and then it would be driven out into the
wilderness? The idea there was it was bearing the sins of the people. Now the author of
Hebrews in the New Testament says it is impossible that the blood of bulls and goats
could really take away sins.74 But there was at least this imagery.
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Followup: That is what they thought. But in God’s mind, it was just to remind them. That
is why the sacrifices were there. The previous question – I think in all of Paul’s writings,
there is only one time where he says, “Christ died for me” – for the individual. Every
other time it is “for all,” “for the many,” “for us.” It was always collective. But your point
was well-taken after that.
Answer: Galatians 1, I think, is where he says, “I live, yet not I, but Christ lives in me;
and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and
gave himself for me.”75 So that would be the one.
Followup: I think that is the only time he speaks of Christ dying for an individual.
Answer: That could be a reflection of the fact that he is writing letters to corporate
groups. So he is saying Christ died for us, he died for you. But it is all true. He died for
me, he died for the church, he died for the life of the world.76
Question: This comment has to do with what someone earlier mentioned about David and
the sacrifice. When David was writing his psalm of repentance over Bathsheba, he says
this in Psalm 51:16-17, he says, “For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it.
You will not be pleased with a burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a
broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”
Answer: Yes. OK, very good! That shows David’s willingness to offer sacrifice but his
sense was that God was interested in a sacrifice that involved his own personal
reformation and commitment. That is very helpful.
[someone here says his question was already addressed – it was related to
the verse in Hebrews 10:4 which says it is impossible for the blood of
animals to take away sin]
Question: I appreciate this model of propitiation and expiation. I was thinking of a
cultural angle on customer service. As a small business owner that deals with customer
service, are you there to remove problems for your customers or are you there to make
them happy and establish a relationship? I think that model that is in the business world is
more leaning toward propitiation than expiation. And I had a second comment . . .
Answer: No, now wait! Explain that a little bit more, this is intriguing. Unfold this for us
a little bit.
Followup: All right! Expiation, as I am understanding it, God removes our sin, God
removes our problem. A problem we could not solve on our own. So I am understanding
what that is about. Just based on what you said, propitiation, to me, is more of a relational
component – like the verse that was just quoted about the relationship we have with God
in that justice relationship. So it is not just God’s justice but it is our relationship that
needs to be satisfied and made well. I feel that in the business world, I feel like that topic
is talked about much more than the expiation, I would argue, because the world doesn’t
have Jesus to remove sins, but maybe they can have a better relationship with a customer
or a business owner.
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Answer: So the business owner doesn’t just want to remove the problem or the complaint
that the customer has. He wants to build this positive relationship and rapport with him.
Followup: Right. And building on what someone said earlier about the Old Testament
sacrifices. I feel this whole discussion is a very rich topic. I feel justice did happen in the
Old Testament. God wanted a relationship with Israel. That was an ongoing thing. So
how is expiation satisfied in the Old Testament? It was already prophesied in the very
beginning. Jesus would come to die for the sins. God says that he calls those things which
have not been as if they were. So it was already in God’s mind, who lives outside time, he
had already satisfied that promised. He already knew he was going to come to die for the
sins of Israel. So it was already a done deal. But the sacrifices were there to be part of
that relationship. That was part of God’s way of having a relationship with Israel.
Answer: You know what I really like about what you’ve shared here is that it puts such a
positive perspective on propitiation, which, as I said, has been viewed rather negatively.
What you are saying is, this is really the positive development because this is the
relationship-building aspect, not just the removal of problems. I think that is a wonderful
way to look at it. That is really what we want; we want to be in relationship with our
heavenly Father, and so Christ’s death, in putting us in that proper relationship, is all the
more precious and meaningful. That is very helpful.
Question: A lot of good comments. Jesus was the Passover and the Atonement, so this
was done before the foundation of the world. So these sacrifices were recognitions. I
agree with that. Recognition of what we did and maintaining the relationship and building
it by doing these types of things rather than having any effect on the judicial aspects of it.
Those were taken care of.77 That’s why I was always intrigued why God gives us eternal
life when we accept Christ. Not immortal life. We are not eternal beings, so it sounds like
a misnomer but God plugs us into all time in a sense when we accept Christ. Because he
is eternal. That’s why we get eternal life, rather than immortal life.
Answer: What is the distinction you are drawing between immortal life and eternal life?
Followup: A person that is immortal...we are created beings. So in a strict sense we are
immortal, not eternal. God is eternal but he gives us eternal life, so when we are plugged
into Christ and into God, we are part of the eternal family then.
Answer: Certainly the idea of eternal life in the New Testament is a lot richer than just the
prolongation of biological life. The New Testament actually draws a distinction between
bios life and zoe. Biological life is not what Christ gives us when we get eternal life. He
gives us zoe which is, as you say, sharing in God’s eternal life and relationship with him,
so that it is not just, if we may put it that way, immortality – the prolongation of our
existence as organisms – but it is this richer relational thing.
I think, summing up in a sense, what we have seen is that these Old Testament sacrifices
never really achieved expiation at all. They were just, in a sense, showpieces for the real
sacrificial death of Christ, which retroactively removed sin of the persons living then. It is
not as though people under the old covenant actually had their sins expiated by animal
77
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deaths. That is impossible. It had to be Christ’s death. But they did still serve this
function of propitiation in entreating the favor of the Lord and showing one’s obedience
to him and doing what God had stipulated until Messiah would come and Christ would
die for our sin.
Let me just hit one last point here on the Scriptural data before we close. That is this
element in the New Testament that Christ actually becomes accursed for us in being a
sacrificial offering to God for sin. He becomes accursed for us. In Galatians 3:13, Paul
says, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us – for it
is written, ‘Cursed be every one who hangs on a tree’.” So in bearing the curse of the law
and dying for our sin, Christ takes this accursedness upon himself and becomes accursed
of God as a sacrificial offering for us. 2 Corinthians 5:21 also speaks of this: “For our
sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.” So there is the sense in which Christ takes on the curse of sin for
us and becomes accursed of God because of being the sin bearer and the sacrificial
offering for sin. This is something very difficult to understand that we will have to talk
more about as we look at different models of the atonement.
That is the Scriptural data that I wanted to survey about Christ’s death for sin and our
salvation. What we will want to do now is to look at some attempts historically to reflect
on this Scriptural data and to construct models of the atonement to understand how it is
that Christ’s death served to atone for our sins.78
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 11
Theories of Atonement, Part 1
We have been talking about the work of Christ and completed, last time, a survey of the
biblical material with respect to the death of Christ. Although perhaps at this time of year,
as we celebrate Christmas, it might seem more appropriate to be thinking about the
person of Christ – the doctrine of the incarnation, the deity and humanity of Christ –
nevertheless, the work of Christ is intimately bound up with Christmas as well because
you’ll remember the name given to the boy that would be born of Mary was “Jesus” –
“Yahweh is salvation” – because he will save his people from their sins. So already in the
enunciation of the birth of Christ you have reference to his work as the savior of the
world saving us from our sins.

Theories of Atonement
How is it that Christ’s death is salvific in this way? What is it about Christ’s death that
would be saving? Well, down through church history there have been various theories of
the atonement that have been offered. There isn’t any sort of universal credal position of
the Christian church on a theory of the atonement. We have, for example, credal positions
on the doctrine of the Trinity or on the two natures of Christ. But there isn’t any credal
position on a theory of the atonement. We know that Christ died for our sins according to
Scriptures to reconcile us to God. But how does this happen? Let’s survey some of the
theories of the atonement that have been offered down through church history.

Christus Victor / Ransom Theory
The first that we want to mention is the so-called Christus Victor theory or sometimes
called the Ransom theory. This was the earliest theory of the atonement, which was
prevalent among the early church fathers such as Irenaeus, who died about AD 200 and
thus one of the earliest and most influential of the church fathers. Also, Origen and
Augustine were proponents of this theory, as well as some of the later church fathers.
According to this theory, man, by reason of his fall into sin, was in bondage to Satan. He
had now become enslaved to Satan and his power in virtue of his fallenness. Christ, in
order to rescue man from this fallen sinful condition, became incarnate. God became a
man himself, and as a man he was offered as a ransom – he offered his life as a ransom –
to buy back man from his fallen condition and so rescue mankind. An analogy would be
if terrorists took possession of a planeload of innocent passengers and were holding them
captive and the United States government, say, offered some sort of deal – perhaps arms
sales or some other sort of cash ransom – in order to get these people back from the
terrorists who had captivated them. That would be an analogy to what goes on here in the
Ransom theory. Christ is offered as a sort of payment, or ransom, in order to buy back
fallen humanity. Origen thought that this ransom was actually paid to Satan himself – that
Satan was the object of the ransom. He was the one who had taken man captive, and so
Christ is paid to Satan.
The motivation biblically behind this theory were passages like Mark 10:45, which we
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looked at, where Jesus says that “the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve
and to give his life as a ransom for many.”79 So a biblical foundation for this view could
be found in the teaching of Jesus himself who portrays his own death – the death of the
Son of Man – as a ransom. Paul also says in the pastoral epistles that there is one
mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus who gave his life as a ransom for
many.80 So there is biblical warrant for this view of making Christ a sort of ransom
payment to buy back humanity.
But here is the trick to this theory: Satan had no rights over Christ. Christ, being divine,
could not be held in bondage by Satan, and therefore God, in a sense, pulled a fast one on
Satan. Satan took Christ as the ransom payment, freeing his captives – mankind is set free
–, but then Christ himself could not be held by sin and death. God raised Christ from the
dead, thereby breaking the bonds of death, hell, and sin and tricking Satan, so that Satan’s
power was broken by the power of Christ’s resurrection from the dead. One of the church
fathers compares Jesus Christ to a fish hook that is hidden within the bait, and Satan
comes along like a big predator fish, thinking here’s a juicy morsel that I am going to
have lunch on, grabs onto it and doesn’t realize that there is a hook inside! And thereby
Satan himself is caught by God because Christ could not be held captive. So he gets away
as well, and Satan is left with nothing – he has neither his human captives nor can he hold
Christ because Christ is victorious – hence the title Christus Victor – Christ is the victor
over Satan, death, hell, sin, and so forth. This view of the atonement was very, very
widely held among the church fathers right up until the time of the Middle Ages.

DISCUSSION
Question: This was the view of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe81 wasn’t it?
Answer: That’s interesting, I’ve never thought of that before! You are thinking of how
Aslan in The Chronicles of Narnia was slain by the wicked witch.
Followup: Traitors belonged to the White Witch, and so Aslan says, “I’ll trade myself in
their place, so Aslan becomes yours.” Then she slays Aslan, but the problem is she didn’t
have any claim over him, so he came back to life.
Answer: Yeah, I had never made this connection before, but that is very interesting. So
you think Lewis was deliberately reflecting this Ransom theory in the Chronicles of
Narnia in the way Aslan redeems the creatures that are under the power of the witch.
Followup: Yeah, when I saw it in the movies I thought “Christus Victor right there!”
Answer: Wow! OK, well, thank you! That is very interesting. Good critical listening and
viewing skills there!
Question: The way I had heard it explained before as to why the ransom had to be paid to
Satan was that when Adam, who had ruled the world at that time by God’s decree, obeyed
79
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Satan – he gave his power to Satan, and that’s why the debt was owed that way.
Answer: Right, it is not just our individual sin that puts us in Satan’s power, but there is
this fall of man that takes place through Adam’s sin. That’s right. It puts him in Satan’s
thrall.
Question: Would this mesh well with the strong man that is talked about in Matthew
12:29?
Answer: That is the verse where Jesus says that you must first come and bind the strong
man before you take possession of his goods, isn’t that right?82 I suppose that could be
appealed to here. Satan would be the strong man that must be bound. Certainly there are
all these motifs in the New Testament where Jesus does defeat Satan and does triumph
over sin and death and hell. Certainly there are lots of passages that could be interpreted
in light of this view, I think.83
Question: I have some issues with the Ransom theory, one of them being it almost seems
like God is playing a game with Satan and dangling Christ in front of him. That doesn’t
really sit too well with me. I believe that we give Satan too much credit sometimes – we
deify him. In fact, we are enemies of God – we are saved from God’s wrath. We are not
saved from Satan because God controls Satan and all of his minions. We need to
remember that. Satan’s power is very limited. I also wanted to say one thing – if you see
what Christ says in John 10:17-18,
For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life, that I may take it
again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have
authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it again; this charge I have
received from my Father.
That does not sound like somebody that is being ransomed. When you are ransomed, you
are held against your own will, you are held in bondage, and someone has to come make
payment for you. Christ is saying here he has on his own authority he is laying his life
down and by his own authority he takes it up again.
Answer: I thought your first point was a good one; but on these verses I could well see, I
think, how this could be interpreted by the proponent of the Ransom theory – that Christ
voluntarily offered himself as a ransom. He would be like that figure in the Tale of Two
Cities who substitutes himself for the prisoner and goes to the guillotine so the prisoner
can go free. He lays his life down on his own accord. So I think a Ransom theorist could
affirm these verses with a clear conscience. In fact, the idea that “I have the power to take
it again” could be interpreted as the point that I was making that Satan couldn’t hold
Christ. Christ can offer himself as a ransom, but he couldn’t be held because he has the
power to take his life again.
Followup: But are we really saved from Satan or are we saved from God’s wrath?
Answer: Well, now, see, I think that is a good point! In offering these theories, obviously,
you’ve seen our pattern how we do this in the past. We save critique until later. This isn’t
82

The actual reading is “Or how can one enter a strong man’s house and plunder his goods, unless
he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may plunder his house.” (RSV)
83
9:55

71
to endorse the Ransom theory. You are thinking right about it – do we want to say that?
Certainly your point is well taken, that Scripture does say that we were enemies of God.
Even while we were enemies, Christ died for us, Paul says. So the question would be
does the Ransom theory fully do justice to the biblical data that we have surveyed over
the last several weeks? I think we can agree it does capture elements in the Scripture, but
does it do a full job? That remains to be seen.
Question: Can you compare this with the Penal Substitution theory?
Answer: I will do that when we get to the Penal view later on. I want to do this in
chronological order. We will hit that view later.
Question: Christ was with God in the beginning. God was there, and the Word was with
him. Satan wasn’t always Satan – he was Lucifer before, an angel. So he probably knew
Christ before he came down in the form of man. Even if Satan is very prideful and thus
thinks he is greater than God – he’s smart, that’s obvious. Why would he have fallen for
this? He knew that God was more powerful.
Answer: You know, we talked about this the other day in some other connection. I
forget... oh, it was in regard to the temptations! How could Satan attempt to tempt Jesus
into worshiping him and so forth if he understood that he (Jesus) was divine? What I
suggested then is that it is not really clear from Scripture that Satan did understand who
Jesus of Nazareth was. It is not clear that he understood the incarnation, that he was
apprised of the fact that he was dealing with someone who was more than a human being
here. That could be relevant as well here. That is why he was able to be tricked.
Remember Paul says, I think it is in 1 Corinthians 2:8, where he says none of the rulers of
this world (referring, I think, to these principalities and powers) understood this, for if
they had they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory. That represents this as being
something they didn’t fully comprehend in allowing Jesus to go to the cross and
ultimately triumph over the principalities and powers.84
Followup: Another thing. We see it through the story of Job that all Satan wants is human
souls. That is always what he is grabbing for – as many people that he can drag down
with him before God comes back and casts him down. So why does he give up millions,
if not billions, of people for one? Why does he give us up?
Answer: Yeah, that is a good question. I don’t know if the theory addresses that. That
would be a good question for the proponents of the theory. Obviously, there would have
to be something special about Christ, which would kind of go against what I just said a
moment ago! For example, that he was God’s Son or something of that sort. Maybe the
fact that he was the Messiah. I don’t know. I think you are raising some difficult
questions for the theory.
Question: I was wondering who Augustine said that the ransom needed to be paid to. You
said Origen...
Answer: Yeah, Origen held to that.
Followup: What about Augustine?
84
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Answer: I am not sure. I do not know if that is in Augustine. It is in Origen. I do not want
to attribute to every proponent of the Christus Victor view the idea that the object of the
atonement was Satan.
Followup: What else would be the object? God’s punishment?
Answer: You could think that somehow the ransom is paid to God maybe. But that is
where, then, the theory starts to get a little bit difficult. I think that one of the difficulties
with the theory is this idea that it makes the object of the atonement Satan rather than
God, and so that is one of the difficulties, I think, with it.
Question: Not to belabor the point but it also says in the Bible that the demons recognized
him, Christ, for who he was. But then we were just saying that potentially Satan didn’t.
Answer: You are thinking of James? Well, what does James actually say? “Do you believe
that God is one? The demons also believe and shudder,”85 right? I don’t think that that
says that they understood the incarnation.
[some off-mic conversation, referring Dr. Craig to Luke 8]
OK. Someone is saying the Gadarene demoniacs – they say, “Why have you come here,
Jesus? We know who you are, Son of God, and you are going to throw us in the abyss.”86
Again, that isn’t necessarily a recognition of the deity of Christ, so much as perhaps the
recognition that he was God’s anointed Messiah. That depends on how much theological
freight you lay into titles like “the Holy One of God” and things of that sort. It is not
clear, I think, that people using it at that time would have understood that to be a
recognition of his deity. I think that it is very conceivable that these demons understood
he was God’s anointed, he was the Messiah, he was going to be the savior. But that they
understood this was the second person of the Trinity, I think that is really reading a lot in
between the lines.
Question: Quick question about . . . Do you think it is possible . . . I mean, obviously
Satan is a very powerful being and stuff, but do you think it is possible that he could
almost lie to himself and kind of have this kind of wishful thinking of defeating God?
Even if he knew that Christ was the Messiah or was divine that he could kind of have this
“Maybe I can find some way, maybe I am powerful enough,” etc.
Answer: I think that you raise a good question of the psychology of self-deception and
rationalization. It is true that people can convince themselves about lost causes, that they
can carry it out. If you read Milton’s Paradise Lost, he presents Satan as a figure that
knows, in a sense, that this is all futile, that he can’t win, but he does it anyway because
he would rather reign in hell than bend the knee to God. So Milton’s Satan is in a sense
this kind of figure. Here we are going way beyond the biblical text; that is not wrong, but
I just think here we have to recognize we are on uncertain ground and therefore not be
dogmatic.87
Question: I don’t believe we were ever in bondage to Satan. I think we were in bondage
to sin. The reason we are having problems with this is we are talking about an inexact
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metaphor. Satan is kind of a metaphor for sin, and in fact he facilitated it in the Garden of
Eden. The verses that say that he gave himself as a ransom for many is also a metaphor.
You can’t offer a ransom literally to a state of mind or will which is what sin is. It is a
revolt against God. You can’t really offer a ransom to that.
Answer: OK. I hear your point. Let me just see if I can find a passage in Timothy that
maybe would give some basis for thinking that we have been in bondage to Satan. Here is
the one I was thinking of: 2 Timothy 2 is talking about the qualifications for those who
are the Lord’s servants. 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.” Now that would seem to lend some basis for thinking
that we are not just in bondage to the state of affairs of sin but have actually been
captured by the devil to do his will.
Followup: But you could interpret it as, what is the snare of the devil? I would argue that
perhaps that is sin and he is using sin. There is no question Satan wants to use sin to
ensnare us and to defeat God’s purpose and cause the fall of man. But as far as actually in
bondage to him, all he can do is facilitate our sin – he has no power over us. He is a
created being.
Answer: All right. I don’t know. It seems to me that this verse might provide some basis
for thinking that he does; but, all right, we take your point.
Question: On the work of Christ – I was recently witnessing to someone, and I shared this
with you, and you made quite an insightful comment. I was sharing the ransom theory
and the Gospel with him and he says, “Well, what’s the big deal? God can do anything.
What’s the big deal that he raised himself from the dead, so what? He can do anything. It
would have been better had he stayed dead. That would have been a sacrifice.” And you
said to me, “Sounds like he has been talking to a Muslim!” And you were absolutely
correct. It just blew me away because Muslims are getting to him, and I would like for
you to expound on that.
Answer: Well, I am not exactly sure what more to say except that in the Muslim view of
Jesus, even though they affirm that Jesus was Messiah, they do not affirm that he died on
the cross. The Qur’an says, “They did not kill him, neither did they crucify him, but it
was only made to appear to them that it was so.” They deny that Christ was crucified and
killed. Then of course they deny the resurrection because a precondition of the
resurrection is the crucifixion and execution. So, for them, Christ is the Messiah but there
is no role for a redemptive death on our behalf for the work of Christ in Islam. He is just
a prophetic figure and not, therefore, a redemptive figure, as he is for Christians.
Followup: The only answer I could give him was the fact that, had Christ not risen from
the dead, we would still be dead in our sin.
Answer: Yeah, the Ransom Theory would fit very well with why he had to rise because
that is what broke the power of Satan and sin and hell. He didn’t stay dead; he came back
and therefore defeated those who had taken mankind captive.
Question: It seems that if you look at Genesis 3:14, the first thing that God did after
mankind sinned and fell is to curse the serpent. He said from the seed of a woman would
come forth one that would crush his head. That was God’s ultimate plan all the way
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through to defeat the works of Satan, but it was a process ongoing. Even when you see
Jesus and Satan in the debate after he was in the desert, Satan offered him everything he
could give him – his kingdom, everything – if he would just bow down to him.88
Answer: Certainly, I think we will all agree there are elements of the Ransom Theory that
we will all want to affirm, like the victory of Christ over Satan, his victory over death and
hell, how the bonds of death cannot hold him, and so forth. Certainly there are elements
of it that we will want to affirm.

Satisfaction Theory
Let me go to the next theory, however, which was developed as an alternative to and a
critique of the Christus Victor theory. This is the Satisfaction Theory developed by St.
Anselm in the Middle Ages. This is the same Anselm, by the way, who enunciated for the
first time the Ontological Argument for the existence of God. Anselm also developed an
important theory of the atonement.
On Anselm’s view, sin dishonors God by denying him what is rightly his. God, as the
greatest conceivable being – the perfect being – deserves worship, and he deserves honor
and majesty because of who he is. And when we sin, we dishonor God by robbing him of
the glory and the majesty that he rightly deserves. As a result, Anselm says, man has
rendered an infinite offense to God’s majesty and honor. Therefore, this would require an
infinite compensation or (the key word here) satisfaction. There would need to be an
infinite satisfaction or compensation offered to God for this offense that man has
rendered to him.
This notion of satisfaction is a subtle one that is related to the Roman Catholic sacrament
of penance. So let’s say a word about that to try to understand how the Satisfaction
Theory works. In Roman law – that is to say the law of the Roman Empire – in private
law, satisfaction refers to the amends that one makes for failure to discharge an obligation
that one has. In private law, according to Rome, if you have a certain obligation to
someone that you are supposed to render and you fail to meet your obligations, then you
owe a satisfaction to that person. This is a sort of way of making amendment for failing
to meet your obligations. In public Roman law, this could also be a form of punishment.
The satisfaction might be a punishment that would be inflicted on the person in order to
make these amends. Now the church father Tertullian picks up this term satisfactio and
introduces it into Christian theology.
Tertullian introduces the term satisfactio or “satisfaction” into Christian theology. It has
reference to this sacrament of penance. In the context of the church, satisfaction refers to
a reparation for sins which are committed after baptism. When you are baptized, all of
your sins are washed away that you have heretofore committed. But when you begin to
commit sins after baptism, then there needs to be rendered some sort of satisfaction for
those sins to make amends for them. So penance comprises two subordinate elements.
First is confession, where you have to go confess your sins to God. There are certain
elements that need to make up confession such as contrition and so forth. And then
following confession would be this idea of rendering satisfaction. These will make up the
88
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penance that is offered for these sins.89 The satisfaction is not a way of earning
forgiveness with God. You confess your sins and God forgives you. But it is sort of like a
reparation that you make to God that will be comparable to the sin that you have
committed. It will be proportionate to the seriousness of the sin that you’ve committed.
This satisfaction is a sort of way of making amends or reparation.
So mankind, according to Anselm, finds itself in a situation of having sinned against God
and thereby having dishonored him and robbed him of glory and now owing this infinite
debt to God. So while man can confess his sins, he still owes God this infinite
satisfaction. God, for his part, confronted with sinful mankind can either choose to
annihilate mankind because that is what they deserve or else he can provide some sort of
satisfaction for them. Since human beings are incapable of rendering this infinite
satisfaction to God, it has to be done for them on their behalf. And so that is why God
becomes a man, according to Anselm. God takes on human flesh, becomes a human
being, and lives a perfect life, a sinless life, before God in which he gives God all his due
(the glory and majesty and honor due to God). Therefore, Christ owes no obligation, no
satisfaction, to God for himself because he has not incurred any debt. He is not obliged to
go to the cross and die for his own misdoings because he hasn’t done anything wrong. So
when Christ offers to die to render satisfaction for us, the merits of his death and what he
does accrue to our benefit. Christ offers an infinite satisfaction to God on our behalf.
Therefore, through the death of Christ, God’s honor and majesty and glory are restored,
proper amends are made, and therefore forgiveness and reconciliation with God is now
possible through the death of Christ.
Eventually, this theory had the unfortunate consequence of leading to the notion of a sort
of “treasury of merit” that was accrued by Christ and then also by certain saints that the
church could then dispense to people who, say, gave beneficiary gifts to build a church or
other things to the church.90 That led to the abuses against which Martin Luther protested,
where people were essentially buying their way into heaven by giving gifts that would
then allow them to tap into this treasury of merit. But that is to add to the theory later on.
If we stick with just Anselm, we don’t have that element and therefore the theory needs to
be assessed in the form in which Anselm gave it.

DISCUSSION
Question: First of all, the premise that we robbed God of glory seems to strike me as odd
because how could we rob God of something that is rightfully his? I can understand
owing him a debt from our sin, but actually robbing him of his glory seems strange to me.
Answer: Let me explain what I meant when I said that. I don’t mean that God, himself,
becomes any less glorious. Obviously, that is an intrinsic attribute of God. What I meant
was, one doesn’t ascribe to God the worship and honor and adoration that we should.
That is what I meant. Not that God, himself, somehow becomes less glorious as a being. I
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meant that man fails to render to God all that is his due.91
Followup: Secondly, when you were talking about and introduced satisfaction – the idea
of Christ’s sacrifice being an atonement for your sins up to the point of salvation but then
everything afterward you would have to make an amends for – would that not render
Christ’s blood insufficient for all your sins?
Answer: If that is what he were saying, it would render Christ’s death and blood
insufficient. But I think it is important to understand that is not what the Catholic Church
or Anselm believes. It is not as though Christ’s death is sufficient for all of the sins that
you commit up to baptism, and then after that you have got to make it on your own. The
idea here of satisfaction is not that this earns God’s forgiveness; but it is just a way of
putting things right. It is an expression of the genuineness of your confession and
contrition, and it is like making amends or making reparation. So, for example, if I stole
something from Bob, it wouldn’t be enough for me just to confess to Bob that “I was
wrong, and I’m terribly sorry, please forgive me!” and Bob would say, “Yes, I forgive
you for stealing that.” I’d also have to give it back, right? I have to give reparation. So it
is kind of like that. It is that you are making amends here, but it is still going to be the
blood of Christ that is the basis for your forgiveness. The idea here of penance isn’t that
you earn your salvation by your satisfaction; it is more the idea of reparation or
amendment.
Followup: But the Psalms tell us that “Lord, if there were a sacrifice that I could make,
surely I would bring it, but you don’t take pleasure in offerings. You take pleasure . . . the
sacrifices of God are a broken spirit and a contrite heart.”92 So actually it seems to me
that saying you’re sorry and repenting in your heart and then turning from your misdeeds
is what the only thing that God requires.
Answer: Yeah, well, I can tell you are not a good Catholic! In the Catholic view of
penance, you need to have some sort of satisfaction to go along with the confession.
Followup: It seems to make the sinner feel better, not necessarily what God requires. It
makes us feel better to do something tangible.
Answer: Yeah, that is true, it certainly does. But on the Catholic view, this really does
help to make amends. It is like doing – I keep coming back to the same words again – it’s
like reparation or restitution: things that you want to make it right and you want to show
the depth of your contrition and your sincerity by doing something like that. But we are
not here to assess the truth of the doctrine of penance. Let’s just hold that as a background
for understanding the Satisfaction Theory – although, if you don’t like that doctrine, then
maybe you are going to have trouble with the Satisfaction Theory as well. Maybe it will
appear inadequate in that light.
Question: It seems like Hebrews 2:9 would cover, would answer, elements of both of
these. It says “by the grace of God that he tastes death for every man.” I understand this
and present this that in Christ he tasted . . . God suffered his own alienation in Christ. He
suffered what it was like to be separated from himself. That is wrapped up in a package
for us. That is the gift of eternal life. We accept that and the separation is removed
91
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because he tasted . . .
Answer: Hebrews 2:9: “that by the grace of God, he might taste death for everyone.”
Now let me say something about that because this will help us to understand Anselm’s
view. You interpreted that verse in terms of Christ’s substitutionary death – that he dies as
sort of a substitute for you and me and everyone. That is not Anselm’s view. This
Satisfaction Theory doesn’t have this idea of substitution in it. It is more like this debt
that we possess and that Christ comes along and he pays this debt for us. He gives the
satisfaction that we can never manage to give.93 But it doesn’t have this substitutionary
death element in it in a very central sense. That will be one of the features of the penal
theory of the atonement that was mentioned a moment ago, which the Protestant
Reformers want to bring to the front and center – this idea of Christ’s death as
substitutionary in nature. That really isn’t central or a part, perhaps even at all, of this
satisfaction view. It is done for us, but it is not as though he is a substitute.
Followup: But it seems like that is what the essence of salvation is . . .
Answer: If that is true, then this theory won’t adequately handle the biblical data, if you
are right about that. That is going to be a question.
Question: Romans 8:1 addresses this – there is no condemnation for those who belong to
Christ. Because you belong to him, the power of the life-giving Spirit has freed you from
the power of sin that leads to death.
Answer: All right, how are you taking that or interpreting that here?
Followup: There would be no need for this penance.
Answer: Oh! Well, now, look in verse 1 of chapter 8; he says there is no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus . . . .
Followup: It seems like in this theory and even in the Catholic religion, what they have to
do in their confession and their Hail Mary’s (I don’t know the Catholic religion that well)
it seems like they suffer some condemnation.
Answer: No, I think that would be unfair, frankly. I do think that would be unfair. As I
said, this idea of satisfaction isn’t a way of getting out from under condemnation. It isn’t
something you do to release yourself from sin or to pay for your sin. I think that is a
misrepresentation. Your sins are covered by Christ’s death and the grace that you receive
from him. But this is a way of expressing to him your sincerity of your confession by
doing something to make amends for the wrongs that you’ve done. But it is not salvific in
that sense, I don’t think. But again I don’t want to get into an assessment of the
sacraments of the church. I share that simply by way of background understanding
Anselm’s idea of satisfaction. This is different than the Protestant substitutionary
atonement view that we are used to. It is easy to read Anselm through Protestant lenses,
but that is not really his own position.
Question: [just a long comment explaining this person’s thinking that there
are things we don’t understand yet, how Christ’s death works towards our
atonement being one of them, and you just need to rest with contentment
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and Christ will unseal them to you in your life and in his will.]
Answer: OK.94
That completes our first two theories of the atonement. What we want to do next time is
to talk about the Protestant Reformers’ theory of the atonement which is called, usually,
the Penal View, after the term for punishment, like a penal system – the Penal Theory of
the atonement. And then some more modern theories of the atonement such as the Moral
Influence Theory and the Existential Theory of the atonement.95
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§IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 12
Theories of Atonement, Part 2
To come back to our lesson we have been talking about – the work of Christ and different
theories of the atonement – we looked at the Christus Victor model of the atonement (or
the Ransom Theory of the atonement) last time and the Satisfaction Theory of the
atonement developed by St. Anselm. Now we come to another theory of the atonement
which is called the Moral Influence Theory of the atonement, or sometimes it is called the
Liberal View of the atonement because of its association with classical liberal theology in
the late 19th century.

Moral Influence Theory
The view is actually anticipated by a medieval thinker, however, by the name of Abelard.
You may have heard of Héloïse and Abelard – the famous lovers. Well, this is the same
fellow! Abelard, who lived during the 12th century, was a 12th century priest and
developed this Moral Influence view of the atonement. In Abelard’s view, the death of
Jesus served to show God’s love for us in that we see how far God is willing to go in
order to redeem us to himself. We see the extent of God’s love that carried him even to
the excruciating death on a cross. And this display of love on God’s part then awakes in
our hearts love in response. It awakens a reciprocal love on our part. On the Moral
Influence view, the atonement works as an influence on us; it morally influences us to
love God, to come to God, because we reciprocate or respond to this radical
demonstration of God’s love. So the essential power of the atonement is the moral
influence on people. It is the supreme example of self-abandonment, as Christ gives his
life for us and thereby shows how much God loves us. But in all fairness, it should be
said, too, that Abelard also did conceive of the death of Christ to be a substitutionary
punishment for our sins. So his model is not simply moral influence.
But in liberal theology in the late 19th century, the moral influence aspect of the doctrine
did come to be exclusive and dominant. For example, the late 19th century theologian
Albrecht Ritschl was one of the great liberal theologians of that era. On Ritschl’s view,
God does not need to be propitiated or reconciled to humanity. God is not angry with us
because of our sin; rather, God stands ready to forgive. God is anxious to forgive and
have man reconciled to himself. Therefore, it is human beings who are estranged from
God. It is not God who is estranged from human beings; it is we who are alienated from
God and need to be brought back to God. Therefore, God does not need to be propitiated
or reconciled. God on the contrary is ready and willing to forgive us. But man needs to be
somehow motivated or drawn to God. This is what the cross does. The cross reveals the
love of God to us. It is the seal, as it were, of God’s love for humanity. By seeing the
cross as a demonstration of God’s love, it moves people to respond to God in love as
well. On this view, there is no need for the divinity of Christ. In fact, Ritschl did not
believe Christ to be divine. He thought Christ was simply a human being, but the cross,
as a demonstration of God’s love, exerts a tremendous moral influence over people to
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draw people to God in view of this demonstration of his self-giving love.96

DISCUSSION
Question: Why is there no need for the divinity of Christ in that? It seems if Jesus is not
unique, or God dying for our sins, why is that no longer necessary in that view?
Answer: Well, I think what you are seeing here is that there really isn’t anything unique
about Christ. There could be other similar displays – couldn’t there? – of God’s love and
readiness to forgive. So really it is hard to see why Christianity is special and why Christ
would be the only way of salvation. Indeed it would seem that other human persons could
exemplify and show forth God’s love in a sacrificial way. But on this view, there isn’t any
need for the deity of Christ because nothing really happens at the cross, in a sense. It is
just through its influence like leaven throughout human culture and society – you see this
example of self-giving love and that motivates you then to be a selfless and kind person
as well.
Question: So if nothing is happening, how is this a show of love?
Answer: Well, that is a really good question! I think that that is a critique that one might
exert on this Moral Influence Theory. You could say what this is a show of horrible
barbarity and cruelty – right? – on the part of the Romans. I guess the idea would be here
that Christ is willing to die for those that he loves. But, yes, if removed from the whole
notion of sin and so forth, it is hard to see how that really shows God’s love for us. I think
you are right that that is a difficulty with the view.
Question: I think the issue of all these theories, or a lot of these theories, is that justice is
giving people what they deserve and grace is giving them something better than they
deserve. Without some sort of substitutionary atonement, how does God stay fully
graceful and fully just?
Answer: That is a good question with regard to this view because, as I said, it is not as
though there is any kind of satisfaction for sin, any kind of punishment or payment for
sin; it is simply the idea that acts of love and kindness are imitated by others and
influence others. So the whole problematic that you are talking about just would not be of
concern to these liberal theologians. I think they would feel that God, being all loving,
can just forgive people’s sins, and there doesn’t need to be justice met. He can just say, “I
forgive you,” and he is ready to do that on this view.
Question: I don’t understand your leap from Abelard to Ritschl. Are you saying that the
moral viewpoint deteriorated from that time from Abelard? You left out 600 years.
Answer: Well, I guess what I am saying is that typically if you look through history
backwards – look at it through the rear view mirror – you can see the roots of Ritschl and
these other liberal theologians further back in Abelard’s emphasis on the moral influence
of the incarnation. But I am not suggesting that that was Abelard’s full theology which
then deteriorated. Just we are looking back and saying “Where can we find the roots of
this liberal view of the atonement?” Well, here are some antecedents that might serve as
96
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its roots far back in history.
Question: Coming into the current times, bringing it up to date – for those in what we
might call the emerging church or emergent church that many deniers of the atonement at
various levels, are they appealing to this Moral Influence argument?
Answer: You know, that is a really good question that I can’t answer because I have not
honestly read the emerging church literature. To me, it hasn’t been sufficiently interesting
or important to distract me from my major research. I mean, there is only so much you
can read, so you have to just leave some things to be handled by your colleagues. I know
people like Scott Smith are working hard on theology of the Emergent Church. But
insofar as Emergentists might feel uncomfortable with the idea of a wrathful God whose
justice must be propitiated or who must be satisfied, that would tend to open the door to a
Moral Influence sort of theory of atonement. But whether they have gone that far, I do
not know. Do you know if they have moved in that direction?
Followup: I do not know if they have actually articulated that. They are so murky in the
way they describe all of their theology it is very hard to pin them down on it.97
Question: I was just wondering, with all these theories together, I am not sure how . . . I
guess I am not understanding exactly how this explains why someone has to explicitly
accept or believe in or accept the gift or the example in order to benefit from it. If you
know what I mean.
Answer: I think I do. In other words, on the Moral Influence Theory, we can imagine
someone like, oh, I don’t know, Gandhi or someone living a selfless life for the
betterment of his countrymen and the improvement of humanity without embracing
Christianity, without embracing Christ. I imagine that people like Ritschl would be not
unhappy with that because for liberal theology, as I said a moment ago, the uniqueness of
Christ really tends to be sacrificed. He may stand out as a sort of pinnacle of human
virtue and God-dependency and selflessness. But it is not as though he is one of a kind.
So I think you are sensing there a difficulty, at least from a biblical perspective, with this
point of view.
Question: Gandhi was a good example in that he carried a New Testament with him, and
he had two hymns sung at his funeral – Christian hymns – but still remained a Hindu.
Answer: Yes, he admired Jesus – didn’t he? – as a man, but no more than that.
I see that in my survey here I skipped over point (c) and so let me go back and pick that
up. We would be very neglectful if we didn’t talk for a moment about the Penal Theory of
the atonement.

Penal Theory
The Penal Theory of the atonement is the theory that was defended by the Protestant
Reformers. Calvin and Luther would be advocates of this view of the atonement. On this
view, they emphasized, not satisfaction, as Anselm had. Remember for Anselm, God’s
97
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honor had been deprived him. He had been maligned or insulted by sinful man and
therefore there needed to be some sort of reparation or satisfaction made to God for this
insult that he had suffered. But for Calvin and Luther, what Christ achieved was not
satisfaction so much as substitutionary punishment – that Christ bore the punishment for
sin that man deserved. That then meant that the demands of God’s justice were satisfied
in Christ’s vicarious suffering. Christ’s death and suffering was vicarious in that he
served as our substitute. Again, the emphasis in their theory was not on his
substitutionary merit that he brought to God on behalf of those who believed in him, but
rather on the satisfaction of God’s justice – the demands of God’s justice – by bearing the
punishment for sin, so that his righteousness could be imputed to human beings, and they
could be constituted right before God. But it is not as though there was this treasury of
merit that Christ has accumulated, and to which saints might add, which might be applied
to the deficits that sinners had accrued. This is obviously, I think, the theory that most of
us have become familiar with who are Protestants – the Penal Theory of the atonement or
the “substitutionary atonement” in which Christ’s death is thought to be a vicarious
punishment that he undergoes in our place.

DISCUSSION
Question: First of all, let me state that I believe there is no way to the Father except
through Christ. Then I’d like to point out that Ezekiel says that if a person who has done
wrong will just start trying to do right, God will forgive him. So Christ did have to die for
our sins – take the punishment for our sins. But it wasn’t to the true God, it was the God
we became ourselves when we took the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil.98 So we
are cut off by sin from knowing true God, but what we have in his place, because we
have a darkened mind and we are all guilty and all running from God in our
subconscious. So no one will turn until a payment has been made. We know we feel the
real condemnation at least at a subconscious level. So Christ died for our sins and so that
is how he reconciles . . .
Answer: I hear you affirming a sort of substitutionary punishment. It seems to be you are
affirming that. Wouldn’t you say that this satisfies the demands of the Father’s justice –
that sin must be punished?
Followup: In Ezekiel, he didn’t make that requirement. But what it is is we don’t believe
God. Christ had to die for our sins because we won’t believe him – that God really loves
us and forgives us. It is like we set the price. In other words, to be reconciled to God you
must give up your own self interest and will and take God’s will. Let his commandments,
let his way be your way. He created us with his life when he first created Adam. In the
fall, we could no longer keep those same desires because it would have reminded us. . .
the fruit of the judgment we are condemning ourselves.
Answer: It seems to me, though, that if we think that sin is genuine, culpable wrongdoing,
it can only be culpable before God the Father. Therefore, if we want the Father’s
forgiveness – if Christ does die as a punishment for sin – it would only be with respect to
God the Father. His justice would demand such punishment. Otherwise, it would be
98
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illusory. I mean, I could understand how you could have a false guilt complex about your
sin that you would think that it needed to be paid for or someone had to die for that sin.
But if you think there is a genuine culpability here, it can only be before the bar of God’s
justice, before God the Father.
Followup: I agree with that. God says the soul in sin shall die, so death is appointed to all
of us for having died. But God’s mercy is to give us a new life that can be our life. So he
takes the sting of death away from that. We have a new hope in him, so you are born
again as it says in 1 Peter – a lively hope. But God clearly says in Ezekiel, if a person will
stop trying to do what’s wrong and try to do what’s right, he will forgive him. All that he
had done before that’s wrong will not be counted against him.
Answer: Yeah. . . , well, I would say if that is the case, it would only be because Christ
has died for those sins. God certainly can offer to forgive; but I don’t think that that
would mean that we have the ability by moral reformation of our own lives to just
achieve God’s forgiveness. That really is a moral influence view. That is really what you
are talking about there, a kind of self-reformation.
Followup: The real sting of death is . . . nobody here really understands what that is. . .
that is the spiritual death and separation from Christ . . . and we are terrified of that.
Christ really did have to die for our sins and show us the way, but not only did he make
the way of salvation on the cross, he was the first one to use it to come back. That is how
much he loves us; he totally cut himself off and made the new way back.
Answer: All right, but if you want to move beyond moral influence to either some kind of
penal view or satisfaction theory, then I think we are going to have to say that there is
genuine sin that we are responsible for that needs forgiveness; and then in some way
Christ’s death actually serves to achieve that forgiveness.
Question: Ezekiel was the old covenant. Christ hadn’t come yet. He was planned, but that
was under the old promise that still required the sacrificial lamb for every single sin. So
after a Jewish person would sin, they would sacrifice, and then they would have to try
and do right. The only way they could accomplish going to heaven was living a
completely pure life, which was impossible. So the only way for God to turn around and
love someone was if they were perfect; but nobody can be perfect, but they could try. In
Ezekiel, the Old Testament, there was no way to God. That is why he had to give Christ
up.99
Answer: Yeah. . . , well, now I think you have got to be careful. You don’t want to say
there was no way to God, right? I mean clearly the Old Testament saints had a
relationship with God; they knew him. But I think what you want to say is that these
sacrificial offerings that were made were merely provisional and tentative and if anyone’s
sins were ever forgiven, including these Old Testament persons, it would be through the
atoning death of Christ, right?
Followup: Right! I am just saying you were so hung up on the Ezekiel part, whereas there
is more afterwards.
Question: There is a current book, The Great Exchange . . . that supports this theory. It
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uses a lot of Scripture, refers to (as the last person just said) the old covenant as being a
foreshadow and then uses much New Testament Scripture to support this theory.
Answer: So he supports the Penal Theory, you are saying?
Followup: Yes.100

Existential Theory
Let me mention one more theory, then, today before we close. And that is what I’ve
called the Existential Theory. This comes out of existentialist theologians who were
influenced by secular philosophical existentialism, which emphasized the individual and
the meaninglessness of life in the face of one’s personal death.
An example of such an existential reinterpretation of the atonement would be the German
theologian Rudolf Bultmann, who was a mid-20th century New Testament theologian. He
interprets the cross to have the message that we ought to give up worldly meaning and
instead to find meaning in self-giving. It shows us that we should abandon trying to grasp
at life, to hold on to the things of life. Instead the cross is an illustration of giving up
one’s self for others. In giving up of yourself, in self-sacrificial love and giving, he says,
this robs death of its power over us because now we face death without fear. We can live
bravely and authentically in a life that is doomed to end in death. So the message of the
cross is not that there is life beyond the grave, not an eternal life or reconciliation to God,
but simply that we can live meaningful, self-giving lives fearlessly and authentically in
the face of our own impending death.
Another contemporary exponent of this sort of view would be the liberal Anglican bishop
John Shelby Spong. Spong says pretty much the same thing as Bultmann. Spong will say
that he believes in the resurrection of Jesus; but to him that doesn’t mean that Christ is
actually physically raised from the dead. For Spong, that sort of nature miracle never
occurs. Rather, the resurrection means that you can live life authentically and bravely,
knowing that you are going to die and that that is the end of it.
So you can see how these existentialist theologians reinterpret the message of the cross in
a very, very non-traditional way. Yet this is where many contemporary theologians in the
Christian church (broadly construed) go with it.

DISCUSSION
Question: Does it seem to you in the liberal theology, there is something of a speculative
free-for-all? It is sort of tennis without a net or without borders or anything like that. It is
like, whatever you want.
Answer: No shot is out of bounds! Yes, I agree. Once you get rid of Scripture as your
authoritative guideline, then anything goes. So anyone’s speculative reinterpretation of
100
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Christian doctrine is equally valid, it seems – unless you are a traditionalist! Then that is
off limits.
Question: Are these all mutually exclusive?
Answer: No! I think that is a very appropriate comment, as we draw to an end today.
These views could be complementary, couldn’t they? There could be elements of truth in
many of these different views, and perhaps the atonement is a richer reality than any one
of these theories suggests.101 I think you can tell from my sympathy with your question
that that is, in fact, the line I am going to take. So, like a diamond that is multifaceted, I
think the atonement of Christ also has many facets, and that is why different Christian
theologians fastening upon, or seeing the reflection of one facet, have taken that to be
their theory of the atonement, when actually all of them, or most of them anyway, can
have some insight into the significance of Christ’s death.
I think, on that happy note, we will close for today, and the next time, then, we will give
some assessment of these theories of the atonement and attempt to defend a particular
view.102
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 13
Assessment of the Theories of Atonement
We have been talking about the work of Christ and how Christ’s death achieves our
redemption and reconciliation before God. We’ve seen that down through history there
have been quite a number of distinct theories of the atonement to explain how this is
accomplished. We finally come to our last section, which is to give some assessment of
these various theories.

Assessment of the Theories of Atonement
Before we look at specifics, I think it is worth emphasizing the distinction between the
doctrine of the atonement and theories of the atonement. The doctrine of the atonement is
something that every Christian must be committed to. This is what is taught in the New
Testament: that through Christ’s atoning death, we are reconciled to God, our sins are
forgiven, and our sins are atoned for. But there isn’t any particular theory of the
atonement that has been endorsed by the Christian church. You won’t find any of the
early creeds affirming a particular theory of the atonement. What that means is that there
is scope here for latitude in developing a theory of the atonement. So one cannot be
dogmatic about this. One will insist that, yes, Christ died for my sins; through his death I
am reconciled to God. But whether that looks like a ransom theory, a satisfaction theory,
a penal theory – that is going to be a question of the theory of the atonement, and that is
always subject to revision and rethinking.
Having said that, let’s take a look at some of these theories more specifically. First, you
remember, was the so-called Ransom Theory of the atonement – or the Christus Victor
model – which conceived of Christ’s atoning death as a payment that was made to Satan.
Through our fall into sin, human beings had come to be in the control and rightful
domain of Satan. God paid the life of Christ as a sort of ransom to rescue us from Satan’s
dominion, much as someone might pay a ransom to some terrorists to free some hostages
they had taken. Sometimes the theory would emphasize that God in so doing actually
tricked Satan because Satan didn’t realize that Christ could not be held. Being the divine
Son of God, he traded himself for the hostages, but then Satan couldn’t keep him, and he
broke the bonds of Satan, death, and hell, and so Satan was left in the end empty handed.
What might we say about this theory of the atonement? I think that we have to agree that
a positive feature of this theory is its emphasis on Christ’s victory. It has this strong,
victorious element to it. Christ is the conqueror of death, sin, hell, and Satan. That is
something that is certainly a New Testament emphasis and one that Christians ought
rightly to employ. But notice what this model lacks. The model lacks any element of
moral guilt for sin. There is nothing in this theory that speaks of our being sinful and
therefore guilty before God and somehow that problem of guilt needing to be dealt with.
Instead you just have this sort of cosmic rescue operation. But there isn’t any element of
guilt; there isn’t any element of substitution; Christ doesn’t die in our place. It doesn’t
have any of those moral elements that would seem to be vital to a full orbed theory of the
atonement. So in the end, although this model has, I think, some positive features that we
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will want to preserve in any final theory we come up with, still it isn’t complete. It
doesn’t have some of the central elements that a good theory of the atonement ought to
have, particularly these moral elements.103

DISCUSSION
Question: Doesn’t that really elevate Satan’s power and position – that God would have
to pay something to Satan?
Answer: Yes, actually I should have mentioned that as well as a point of critique. So
thank you for mentioning that! Part of the problem with this Ransom Theory is that it
seems totally misdirected. It is directed toward Satan rather than God. Surely, what the
atonement in the New Testament is about is how Christ offers himself as a sacrifice to
God the Father. It is God-directed, or Father-directed. We are reconciled to the Father.
But here the whole theory seems to be skewed in a really unfortunate way in that the
sacrifice of Christ’s death is offered to Satan rather than to God the Father. Yeah, that is a
really good point that I should have mentioned. Thank you for reminding us of that! The
whole orientation of the theory seems to be wrong, doesn’t it?
Question: You had mentioned something about this theory I had not heard, and that was
some say that Satan was tricked by God. I don’t know that I’ve actually heard that. Is that
part of what the church fathers had come up with?
Answer: Yes, yes, that is! That is in some of the church fathers. Remember I gave the
illustration, or the fathers did, of a fish hook that is embedded in a juicy piece of bait, and
Satan, seeing the bait, seizes it, not realizing it has this deadly hook in it, which is Christ
– or the second person of the Trinity. He sees the man Jesus and thinks, “Well, I’ve got
him!” And it turns out to be the Logos, the second person of the Trinity, that he has really
got, and he can’t hold on to him. So Satan is, as it were, caught by God like an angler
with this hook in his mouth. That element of deception is definitely part of the model in
the hands of some of these fathers.
Question: My question is more towards Satan, and you were saying being tricked . . .
Satan being a fallen angel as in Psalms 103, there is no path back once you have fallen
from an angel. But why does it constantly seem like God has something to prove with
Satan by allowing these arbitrary conversations, bets throughout time, instead of just
fixing the problem?
Answer: I would say this has something to do, I think, with the motif of human freedom
in the world. God didn’t want a world of robots or puppets who would respond to his love
in a sort of scripted and mechanical way. So he allows there to be a world that is infected
with creaturely evil. That can be creaturely either on the angelic realm, as you said, or on
a human realm. There might even be other sorts of intelligent creatures in the universe,
other extraterrestrial life, and it would be an open question as to whether or not they have
also fallen into evil. So I would see it as sort of a grand, cosmic drama that is being
played out over the course of human history in which, in the end, God will be victorious
over Satan and the rebellious angels and will conquer death and sin and will bring a
103
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multitude of people freely into heaven. But the price of human freedom, of doing this
freely, or of creaturely freedom, would be allowing this sort of rebellion and sin and evil
to go on – at least temporarily.
Followup: They explain that man is who carries sin because he is from Adam and that the
angels will follow God’s will throughout. In doing that, how do the angels have the free
will to leave him . . . or Satan and the angels to follow him for his army if they are not
entitled to the free will that man has and if sin is only derived from man from being from
Adam?
Answer: Now we are getting into realms of speculation where there’s not chapter and
verse in the Bible that you can quote in answer to those kinds of questions. Therefore, we
can only conjecture about our answers to that sort of question. Here is what I think would
be a plausible answer – I don’t know if this is true – we are talking here about things we
can only speculate about – but here would be a plausible answer: in creating these angelic
beings, God created them at a certain distance, so to speak, from himself104 – not a
physical distance, but a kind of diminished vision of his glory and magnificence and
power, lest their free wills to rebel be overwhelmed. So it is a kind of epistemic distance
which allows for creaturely freedom. Then, once that decision has been made on the part
of these angelic beings, it seems that then they are sealed in that decision. So there isn’t
any redemption offered on their behalf – or God knew that none of them would in fact
repent and believe anyway – whereas with human beings, we still find ourselves at this
sort of epistemic arms-length from God, in which rebellion against God is still possible.
But eventually I think that is going to be removed for us, too, when we die and go to be
with Christ. Then we will see God and his full glory, magnificence, and loveliness. The
vision will be so overwhelming that, in effect, the freedom to sin will be removed for us
as well. So in heaven, you don’t have to worry, “Oh, well, maybe someone will sin and
fall out of heaven.” They will be sealed in that decision by the vision of God in the same
way that the angels are kind of sealed in the opposite way to rebel against him. So that, at
least for me, is enough to say that that would be a plausible scenario and make sense.
Question: Doesn’t Scripture also say that the powers and rulers of this world would not
have crucified Christ if they had known the plan of salvation? That’s in Scripture, too, I
think.
Answer: Right, I think that is 1 Corinthians 2:8, where it said that none of the rulers of the
world understood this. They didn’t know what was going on or they would not have
crucified the Lord of glory. That does seem to suggest that God, in one way, pulled a fast
one on them. So that element, I think, is again something that could well be Scriptural.
But we don’t want to orient the atonement toward Satan, as was pointed out here. The
orientation is to God the Father.
What about the Satisfaction Theory? You remember St. Anselm thought of human sin as
being an offense to God, and, in particular, it was an offense to the majesty and the honor
of God – that God’s own creatures would turn their heel against him and in effect spit in
his face and turn their backs on him. Therefore, they find themselves owing this
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unpayable debt to this infinite God whom they have offended, and they are utterly
incapable, being sinful creatures themselves, to discharge this infinite satisfaction that
they owe to God. Therefore, God, taking on a human nature in Christ and living a sinless
life, has no satisfaction of his own to render but offers his life to God as a satisfaction for
the debt that human beings owe to God and thereby merits for them reconciliation and
eternal life.
What might we say about this satisfaction model? Well, I think it is very positive in being
God-directed. You notice the shift here. No longer is the atonement directed at Satan;
now it is directed to God the Father. It is God who has been maligned and insulted and
dishonored. So the atonement that Christ achieves is God-directed. It also is superior to
the ransom view in that it emphasizes the ethical dimension of sin. We are sinful and
guilty before God, and that is why we have rendered offense to him. So it also has this
moral dimension that was missing from the ransom theory. The emphasis on our
unpayable debt is also, I think, a positive emphasis. It shows why the atonement of Christ
was necessary. This was a debt which was so great that none of us could possibly hope to
pay it.105 Therefore, it underlines the necessity of the incarnation, which was Anselm’s
goal. That is why God became a man. You can see that there needs to be some
satisfaction rendered for sin and therefore the incarnation and death of Christ becomes
necessary. So it is God-directed, it has a strong ethical emphasis, it emphasizes the
unpayable debt that we owe to God, and it underlines the necessity of the incarnation.
Nevertheless, I think that the model still remains weak in that it emphasizes the model, or
the notion, of satisfaction as opposed to substitutionary punishment. Christ doesn’t bear,
on this view, the penalty for our sin; rather, God is like a king whose honor has been in
some way sullied and whose honor needs to be restored, and so there is this sort of
recompense, or restitution, that needs to be paid to God, and that’s what Christ’s death
achieves. But this seems to miss out the emphasis in the Scripture on Christ’s death as a
sacrifice for sin – that God laid on him the sin of us all, so that we might be freed from
sin. So this use of satisfaction, I think, is in the end not as biblically sound as the notion
of substitutionary punishment.
And then, of course, this leads to the whole notion of the treasury of merit, where Christ
accrued all of this supererogatory merit that we can avail ourselves of and that the saints
also pay into this treasury of merit. Then God can apply these merits to us in salvation,
and it leads to this whole notion that came to be dominant in the Roman Catholic Church
of salvation through merit – through the merit of good works, if not your own, at least the
merits of Christ’s death and the merits of the saints. That really is the result of this
satisfaction theory – that is where it comes from. Remember we said that it is rooted in
the sacrament of penance where, in addition to sincere confession and contrition, there
needs to be a satisfaction accompanying that in order to show the recompense to God that
you are willing to give. So, I think, it has that feature to it that is less than satisfactory –
no pun intended!
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DISCUSSION
Question: I guess just a comment on the Catholic view of it – of having this treasury of
merit, how you have to gain other people’s merits and you have to earn your salvation. If
we look in New Testament times, there was a group called the Judaizers who sort of
believed in this “faith plus” view of salvation. It is like, you have to have faith but you
also have to accept circumcision and you have to do all these other things for salvation. If
we look in Galatians 5 here and Paul says that if you accept circumcision, if you do this
kind of works-based salvation, well, then Christ is of no advantage to you. You are lost,
you are severed from Christ – you who would be justified by the law, you have fallen
away from grace. I think it is important that we understand that we are not saved through
this kind of . . .
Answer: Right, this is the traditional, strong Protestant emphasis of salvation by grace
alone. That is the hallmark of the Reformation – that it is not by works, it is by grace.
Now as we will see when we get to the doctrine of salvation and talk about the Catholic
view of justification, the Catholic will agree with that. He will say, “Ah, but it is only
through the grace of God that these meritorious works are performed! It is God working
in you, or through you, to do these works that then merit eternal life. So it all redounds to
grace,” he’ll say. So it gets to be very subtle here, and whether or not that is going to be
acceptable, we can talk about later. But I think that your emphasis on salvation by grace
alone is one that we should hold to and insist on.106
Question: The Satisfaction Theory sounds like two things. One, it sounds like appeasing
an angry God. And, two, it sounds like we are turning God back to us rather then God
turning us back to him.
Answer: I hear you, and often the Satisfaction model is criticized in that way. People will
say the picture that Anselm has of God is of a sort of angry, Oriental despot whose honor
has been offended and who demands some kind of satisfaction for his honor – that kind
of thing. And they think that that is petty and tyrannical. I don’t feel all that comfortable
with that critique, quite honestly. I think it is easy to caricature the view that way, but it
does seem to me that in virtue of who God is – as the Creator of all, the greatest
conceivable being, goodness itself – that human sin and rebellion is a terrible dishonor to
God. It is like going up to God and spitting in his face. It is a terrible, terrible insult and
dishonor, and it is not inappropriate to think that creatures somehow owe God something
for having so rudely and blasphemously reacted to him in that way. Do you see what I
mean? So you can look at it in this unsympathetic light, but perhaps as part of a broader
theory that will incorporate as well some of these other elements, we don’t want to give
up on the idea that we have deeply offended God’s honor in virtue of our rebellion
against him. I think that we have! We do want to keep the idea that this is an act of God’s
love to save us – Anselm would say that, too – and God is not just being petty and jealous
about his honor here. He wants to save us, and that is where the idea of dying for sin will
help. I mean, it’s not just his honor that is offended – it is that sin has estranged us from
God and needs to be paid for. That will help to balance out, maybe, these negative
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elements that you are sensing in it.
Question: I truly believe this – God is not surprised by my sin. He said that before the
foundation of the Earth that he would have Jesus die for my sin right off the bat. He built
people with the ability to sin, or to choose, and he knew right off – he said they are going
to fail instantly. Therefore, what would be the loving God thing to do? I would give them
a way to separate themselves from eternal death on Earth, so he took them out of the
garden so they could not eat of the tree of life and live forever in their sin nature. And he
said, I will have my Son out of love die so that they can join me in heaven eternally. Not
out of anger, but out of love. When Jonah was tossed off the boat, the whale didn’t show
up out of God’s anger – he showed up as a rescue, he showed up as a way to save Jonah
from drowning. We need to look at that. God is nothing but doing what’s best for us
because he knew we were going to fail. He could have made us all robots where we
would never have failed, and we would have all said the right thing all the time. That was
not his plan. He designed the game. We cannot go past “Go” and collect two hundred
dollars – it’s his game. We do what he says to, and he says this is what is. But it is not out
of anger – it is out of compassion.
Answer: That is absolutely right, and that is consistent with Anselm’s view. God, whose
honor has been insulted and defamed in this way, is under no obligation whatsoever to
save human beings. The reason he does it is out of his love. So we want to emphasize that
and preserve that. That certainly belongs here. It is the love of God which would cause
him to reach down in so dramatic a way to mount this rescue operation to save human
beings.
Question: I just wanted to say something about the Satisfaction Theory. We Protestants, I
think, tend to overemphasize the passive obedience of Christ’s work, and we deemphasize, I believe, his active obedience – his passive obedience being his death on the
cross, which I don’t want to downplay at all – it is extremely important! But at the same
time, we almost never talk about his active obedience and how he lived a sinless life and
by obeying the law that, in a sense (and I want to be real careful when I say this), there is
almost a treasury of merit that Christ gives to us. Not only does he provide that
atonement. . . that propitiation to God, but he also does give us. . . he almost in a sense
gives us the ability to be righteous through his obedience – not through ours but through
his.107
Answer: Yes, I think I understand what you are saying. There is a doctrine that we will
talk about when we get to the doctrine of salvation – just as my sins are imputed to
Christ, so his righteousness is imputed to me. There is kind of a forensic transaction there
that takes place whereby I am credited – my account is credited – with his righteousness.
You are saying, in that sense, there is this merit; but it is very different from saying that I
have thereby earned salvation. That is not the idea. We’ll pick that up later.
Followup: Christ earns it for us, essentially.
Answer: Yeah.
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All right, let’s go on to the next theory, which is the Penal Theory. I think that this theory
is closest to Pauline ideas – to the ideas in the New Testament. On this theory, you’ll
remember, Christ is liable to punishment on our behalf and therefore is punished in our
place. The penalty for our sins was laid upon him so that we don’t need to be punished
instead. This does seem to capture this notion that we saw in the New Testament of
Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering. Remember we saw that the word for sin, when it
says Christ died “for our sins” in the New Testament, is the usual rendering of “sin
offering” in the Greek Old Testament. That refers to Christ’s death as both a hilasterion,
that is to say, an expiation, as well as a propitiation of God’s justice – he both removes
our sin and he also reconciles us to God. So the idea of Christ’s death as a sacrificial
offering to God, whereby our sins are laid on him, seems to be captured most clearly by
this idea of the Penal Theory.
Now the big problem with this theory is: how can one person literally take the guilt of
another person and be punished in his place? That is the biggest challenge facing this
theory. How could, if I commit a crime, say – well, I won’t name a crime! – say I did
something that was really wrong! How could Dennis go to the court and say, “I’ll pay the
penalty in Bill’s place. Send me to prison or execute me,” and then I would somehow be
free of the guilt? That just doesn’t seem to make sense. How could an innocent person
become guilty and pay the penalty for somebody else’s? That is the biggest challenge
facing the Penal Theory.
I’ll say something about that in just a minute, but let me say something in the meantime
about the remaining two theories.
First, the Moral Influence view, which says that through the cross of Christ we see God’s
active, self-giving love and that motivates us in turn to give our lives in love and sacrifice
for others. Well, certainly, this is good in emphasizing the self-giving love of God. It has
a strong emphasis upon God’s love in sacrificing for us. But notice there is no element of
God’s justice and judgment in this model. There is nothing about Christ’s being punished
for our sins. Nothing about the wrath of God being poured out. God has become just a
sort of loving, fatherly figure who has no justice, holiness, or wrath at all upon sin. So on
this Moral Influence view, when you think about it, nothing really happens at the cross.
There is no debt that is paid, there is no sin laid upon Christ, no substitutionary atonement
– there is not really anything that happens at the cross other than the crucifixion of this
man Jesus of Nazareth.108 Any power the event has is just through its influence, as others
look at it and are inspired to do good deeds. So the view, I think, is just completely
inadequate to a robust doctrine of the atonement as we find it in the New Testament,
which thinks of Christ’s death as a sacrificial offering to God.
Finally, the existential view of the atonement associated with certain mid-20th century
existentialist theologians – in this view I can’t find any positive thing at all to commend
it. It seems to me that the cross of Jesus Christ, the crucifixion, shows the exact opposite
of what Rudolf Bultmann thought it did. Remember Rudolf Bultmann says that the
meaning of the cross is that we can live authentic, meaningful lives in the face of the
finitude of death, and that is what it shows. To me, it shows just the opposite! What the
cross shows is the futility and the tragedy of life – that this best of all persons should end
108

29:59

93
his life in such a brutal and callous manner on a Roman cross, that this young man should
be slaughtered for nothing. What this shows, I think, is just the utter meaninglessness and
futility of life, not that it is full of significance and victory. On Bultmann’s view, there
really is no need for Christ at all. You don’t need to have Jesus Christ in your life in order
to say that I am going to live bravely in the face of death and find meaning and
significance where I may. Any atheist can do that! So this has actually led to some
Bultmannian disciples adopting what Schubert Ogden has called a Christ-less
Christianity. This is a Christianity in which you just get rid of Jesus Christ all together
because he is superfluous. You just live bravely and authentically in the face of death. So
this is really the undoing of Christianity, not, I think, an adequate model of the
atonement.
Let me conclude with a couple of words about the Penal Theory. It seems to me that what
will be key to a viable Penal Theory of the atonement is going to be the idea of
imputation. That is to say, an act whereby the responsibility for an act committed by one
person is imputed, or laid upon, another person. What you find is that this concept of
imputation is really common in different areas of life. For example, I was talking to an
insurance salesman once, sharing the Gospel with him about the death of Christ on our
behalf. And he said, “Oh, I understand that! That’s imputation!” I was startled to hear a
theological word on the lips of this insurance salesman. And I said, “How do you know
about imputation?” And he said, “Oh, we use imputation all the time in the insurance
industry!” And I said, “You do?” And he said, “Yeah! For example, sometimes I might
write a policy for an automobile owner whereby, if somebody else drives his car and gets
in a wreck and hurts somebody, the responsibility for that accident will be imputed to the
owner of the car, the owner of the policy. So even though he wasn’t driving, the
responsibility is imputed to him according to this policy.”
Well, now, if that makes sense, it seems to me that opens a door for understanding
Christ’s death to be a death that is on our behalf, whereby our sin or responsibility for sin
is imputed to Christ, and he then discharges the penalty for that. So we can think of Jesus
Christ as our proxy or our representative. For example, in Congress we have certain
representatives that vote on our behalf – or at least they claim to and are supposed to!
When our elected representatives go to Congress, they are actually discharging a
democratic function. They are representing the people’s will by voting on behalf of them.
So even though you don’t get to vote, they vote in your place – they are your
representative.109 Or, for example, you may get these notices, as we do, in the mail where
they say there is going to be a stockholders’ meeting of these Fidelity funds, and here is a
proxy notice for you to sign, and if you’ll sign this, then there will be a proxy at this
meeting who will vote on your behalf. So even though I don’t get to go and vote at the
meeting myself, my proxy votes in my place, and what he does counts as my vote, my
decision.
Now in exactly the same way it seems to me we can think of Christ as our proxy or
representative before God, so what God metes out to him is meted out to me. My sins are
discharged and the penalty for them is paid in virtue of the punishment that he endures as
my proxy. If that makes sense, and I think it does, then that enables us, I think, to have a
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model of the atonement of Christ that would be a kind of Penal Substitutionary
Atonement Theory.
So I think our full theory of the atonement will embody elements from all of them – well,
not all of them! – but from many of these different theories: the victory and triumph of
the Christus Victor model, the infinite debt that we owe God, the God-directedness of the
Satisfaction Theory, and then the notion of Christ’s substitutionary, vicarious death on
our behalf of the Penal Theory and the motivating love of God from the Moral Influence
Theory. And all of these would be facets of this single diamond, which is the Christian
doctrine of the atonement.110
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 14
The Work of Christ – His Resurrection
We have been talking about the work of Christ on the cross. But, of course, that is only
one side of the coin. The other side of that same coin is the resurrection of Jesus from the
dead. The message that the early apostles believed and preached was the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Jesus was “put to death for our trespasses and raised for our
justification,” says Paul in Romans 1:4. So we now want to turn to a closer examination
of that other side of the coin: the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.

The Work of Christ – His Resurrection
Scriptural Data
For our Scriptural data on this subject, I want to turn to just two central passages in the
New Testament.
1 Corinthians 15:3-5 is the first Scripture that we want to turn to. In these verses, Paul is
passing on a prior tradition that he himself received and in turn mediated to the church in
Corinth. We know this from the vocabulary that he uses, for one thing. In verse 3, the
words “delivered to you what I also received” are the typical rabbinical terms for the
transmission of tradition. This passage, then, in verses 3 to 5 is filled with all sorts of
non-Pauline characteristics – traces of primitive Aramaic, for example, the language of
the New Testament church in Jerusalem. So what this suggests is that Paul is, as he says
explicitly, passing on here to the Corinthians the tradition about Christ that he also
received. This tradition has been dated by New Testament scholars to within five years
after the crucifixion of Jesus. So we are dealing here with some of the earliest, most
primitive, materials in the New Testament.
What does Paul say? He says in verse 3, “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, 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,” or Peter,
that is the Aramaic word for “Peter,” the name for him, “then to the Twelve.” So notice
here that Paul lists as part of the four essentials of the Gospel the death of Christ for our
sins, his burial, his resurrection on the third day, and then his postmortem appearances to
various individuals and groups.
The other passage that I wanted to read is also from some of the earliest material that is
found in the New Testament. This is Mark’s story in chapter 16.1-8 of the discovery of
Jesus’ empty tomb. Now Mark’s Gospel is generally agreed to be the earliest of the four
Gospels. Matthew and probably Luke used Mark in writing their own Gospels, and so
Mark is the earliest of the four. But Mark didn’t just sit down at his desk one day and
write the Gospel. He, too, is using prior traditions about Jesus that he received and then
incorporated into his Gospel. One of these prior traditions seems to have been what’s
called the Passion Story, that is to say, the story of the final week of Jesus’ life. Up until
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that point in Mark’s Gospel, you find little vignettes or anecdotes about Jesus that are not
always chronologically connected. They are rather like pearls strung on a necklace –
individual little units or stories about Jesus that Mark passes on. But when you come to
the story of Jesus’ passion, here you do have one continuous running narrative that goes
all the way through the last week of Jesus’ life and ends with the discovery of the empty
tomb. So this is material, again, that is even earlier than the Gospel of Mark, is extremely
primitive and goes back to the New Testament church in Jerusalem.111 Let’s read this
passage 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.
In this story of the empty tomb, we discover something that you don’t have explicitly
mentioned in Paul (though I think it is presupposed), and that is that on the first day of
the week, following Jesus’ crucifixion, his tomb was found empty by this group of
women followers of Jesus. So in Paul we have a list of these eyewitnesses of appearances
of Jesus after his death – a list of witnesses to these postmortem appearances of Jesus.
And here in the Gospel we have reference not only to the postmortem appearances in
Galilee (he says, “There you will see him”), but you also have the story of the discovery
of his empty tomb.

DISCUSSION
Question: Why didn’t you keep reading on into Mark?
Answer: OK! The longer ending to the Gospel of Mark that you find in your King James
Bible does not belong to the best family of manuscripts. It comes from the so-called
Byzantine family of manuscripts, which has a lot of corruption to the text. It has
additional verses that are thrown in that did not belong to the original text. So in almost
every modern translation, you will find the longer ending in a footnote or somehow
bracketed because what happens after verse 8 isn’t part of the original Gospel of Mark.
Now the real question then is: did the Gospel of Mark end with verse 8 or was the
original ending lost? Certainly Mark foreshadows more events to come. You would think
they go on to Galilee, just as you have in the Gospel of Matthew. There they would see
Jesus, perhaps on the mountaintop, as Matthew relates. But maybe Mark was content to
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simply foreshadow these events rather than to narrate them. So whether or not the
original ending was lost or whether this is the original ending with verse 8, this is the
authentic material that we have to work with, and what follows in verse 9 and following
is a later corruption of the text.
Question: In Mark 16:8 it says “trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled
from the tomb; they said nothing to anyone because they were afraid.” Then in Matthew
it says the women ran and told the disciples. How do we reconcile that?
Answer: I think it is very clear that Mark did not mean that the women remained silent for
the rest of their lives and went to their graves never telling anybody about this!
Otherwise, we wouldn’t have this story, right? So I think Mark’s clear meaning is that
they fled from the tomb, they were terrified, they ran to the disciples, and didn’t stop
along the way to tell anybody about what had happened until they got to the disciples.
Then they told them, and we know from the other Gospels that then Peter and the
Beloved Disciple came back to the tomb to inspect it, to see if what the women had said
was true or not. So I think that that is pretty clearly Mark’s intention – not to think that
this was a permanent silence that they kept for the rest of their lives.112
Question: I had a question about the creed in 1 Corinthians. I’ve heard a lot about how
scholars date this to within the first few years of the early church, but I’ve never really
understood how exactly they know that. I was wondering if you could elaborate a little on
that.
Answer: Good! In 1 Corinthians 15, we have this four line formula. I don’t like to call it a
creed. Sometimes it is called that, but Paul doesn’t introduce it in a creedal way by
saying, “This is what we believe.” He actually introduces it as a summary of the early
apostolic preaching. Verse 11: “Whether then it was I or they, so we preached and so you
believed.” So he presents this as a summary of the message that he and all the other
apostles preached. Now the question then is: when did Paul get this tradition? Well, we
know that Paul began to preach the Gospel already when he was in Damascus, right?
Three years after Jesus’ death, Paul is converted around AD 33. Three years after the
event on the Damascus road, in AD 36 he goes back to Jerusalem and spends two weeks
with Peter and James. Certainly at that time, if not earlier, he would have received the
formula. That is why scholars say it had to be within the first five years after Jesus’ death
because by AD 36 Paul is already back in Jerusalem talking first hand with Peter and
James – interestingly enough, the very two individuals that are named in this passage. I
think that gives good reason for thinking it went back at least to that.
But as I say, Paul was already preaching in Damascus. He didn’t just go off to Arabia and
stay there for three years. He says, “I went off to Arabia and then returned to Damascus.”
He was involved in preaching the Gospel in Damascus. So Paul was already aware of the
content of the Gospel. If this tradition comes out of the mother church in Jerusalem, as
seems probable, given the semitisms that characterize it, I think that it is not at all
unlikely that Paul already knew this tradition before he visited Peter and James in AD 36.
He got it soon after his conversion in AD 33. In either case, this represents extremely
early material that is much earlier than the letter itself, which was written around AD 55.
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Question: I guess I’ll just give a comment . . . objection – why should we consider this
historical in the first place? I know it is ancient biography, we know it is early, we know
there is lots of manuscripts, but on what grounding do we have to say this passion story is
real history and therefore it has to be addressed? I think some people like, maybe, a
Richard Carrier would try to argue against such a view.
Answer: We will talk about that later when we look at what evidence there is to think that
these are reliable accounts. So hang on to that question until later! Right now, I just
wanted to share what the New Testament affirmation about the resurrection of Jesus is,
and then we will see different ways to interpret it or explain it. I will defend its historicity
later on.
Question: I have a question about the 1 Corinthians creed. You say that Paul is
presupposing an empty tomb for that. I was wondering if you could elaborate a little bit
more on that. As some critics like to point out, why doesn’t Paul specifically mention the
empty tomb, and couldn’t maybe he have believed in spiritual resurrection?
Answer: OK! Notice in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul does not mention the empty tomb. But I
think the reason for that is obvious – namely, the subject of all four clauses is “Christ.”
The empty tomb isn’t something that Christ did. He wants to say Christ died, was buried,
was raised, and appeared. So the mention of the empty tomb wouldn’t fit in very well
with this. But saying, “he was buried and was raised,” in the mind of a first century Jew,
meant the grave was empty. Nobody would have said, “Well, he was buried and was
raised; but was the body still in the grave?” The idea of resurrection for a first century
Jew was a physical event that primarily concerned the bones in the grave.113 It was the
bones that were the primary object of the resurrection. That is why the bones were always
carefully preserved in ossuaries for the resurrection at the end of world history. It would
be the bones that God would raise and clothe with flesh and give new life to. The Jewish
concept of resurrection was universally, without exception, the idea of a bodily, physical
event. So when Paul says, “he was buried and he was raised,” I think he clearly had in
mind, and the formula had in mind, the idea of a physical resurrection and an empty
grave.
Let me point out one other very, very interesting feature, though, that connects nicely
with Acts 13 that we heard about. That is this: notice this formula has four lines:
1. Christ died,
2. He was buried,
3. He was raised, and
4. He appeared.
Those are the four lines of this formula. Now I would invite you to compare on the one
hand the sequence of events that is found in the Gospels and the sequence of events that
is found in the preaching of the apostles, such as you have in Acts 13. What you find is a
line-for-line correspondence between the Gospels, Acts, and this summary in 1
Corinthians 15. This is a summary in outline form of the preaching of the early church
and the narrative in the Gospels. What corresponds to line 1 is the story of the
crucifixion. What corresponds to line 2 is the story of the burial by Joseph of Arimathea.
113
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What corresponds to line 3 is the discovery of the empty tomb. And then line 4 will be
the postmortem appearances. I think this correspondence is not accidental. It cannot be
accidental. This is a summary in outline form of this fuller narrative. And line 3 of this
formula is a summary of the story of the empty tomb. That is why Paul says in Acts 13,
“David was buried and his tomb is with us to this day; but this Jesus God raised up.” So
for that reason, I think that it is very, very probable that the early formula here quoted by
Paul envisions the empty tomb.
Question: The end of the fourth line, was that part of the early narrative which says,
“most of which are still alive today” – were they given evidence that, hey, when the
narrative was established they were already given evidence and to go ask them?
Answer: What you are referring to in 1 Corinthians 15 is the comment, the parenthetical
comment, that Paul introduces in verse 6 with respect to the appearance to the 500
brethren. Paul interjects here, “most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen
asleep” – some of them are dead; but most of these people are still alive. I think New
Testament scholars would agree that the reason he interjects this parenthetical comment is
to say the witnesses are there to be questioned. So Paul is piling up here the witnesses to
these postmortem appearances of Christ, and he is saying most of these witnesses are still
around. You can talk to them if you want to. This was the technique that ancient
historians would use for establishing events that have occurred in the recent past. They
would appeal to eyewitnesses whom they have interviewed with respect to those events.
Now what is more disputed is whether or not those appearances were part of this formula.
You noticed I quit reading in verse 5. Verse 5 seems to bring it to a close with the
appearance to Cephas, then to the twelve disciples. The additional appearances to the
500, to James, to the other apostles, and certainly the one to Paul himself appear to be
additions that Paul is making to the list. He is trying to pile up even more witnesses that
he is aware of to these postmortem appearances.114 We don’t know for sure whether or
not the appearance to the 500 was part of the original formula. I am assuming, to be
conservative, that it wasn’t, that the original formula probably ended with the appearance
to the Twelve. But we don’t know that for sure.
Question: In Mark’s passage, it says, “he has risen, he is not here, see the place where
they laid him.” Is that to guide our focus, not on his physical body, but on his spiritual
resurrection? Because in Paul’s 1 Corinthians 15:44, it says, “it is sown a natural body
but it is raised a spiritual body.” So I really wanted to find out whether we should focus
on the physical resurrection or the Christ-in-us as the hope of glory – that’s the spiritual
resurrection.
Answer: OK, you have opened a Pandora’s box here! As to the question of what Paul
meant by a spiritual body, let me put that question to the side for the moment, and let’s
talk about Mark. When it says, “He has risen, he is not here, see the place where they laid
him,” I don’t think that’s meant to be a kind of gesture toward seeing a deeper, spiritual
meaning in the resurrection. That doesn’t seem to be what Mark is thinking of here at all.
Mark is talking about the absence of the body. And what this suggests, I think, is a little
archaeological tidbit about the kind of tomb that Joseph of Arimathea owned and in
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20:04

100
which Jesus was interred. Now most of the tombs at that time were what are called
“kokim” tombs. These would consist of a room having walls in which there were sort of
niches into which a body could be inserted headfirst so that the body would be
perpendicular to the wall rather than parallel with the wall. It would be rather like putting
something into a deep oven, if you will. The body would be inserted into these holes in
the side of the tomb. But that is evidently not the kind of tomb in which Jesus was
interred because you could hardly say, “See the place where they laid him,” and the angel
or the young man couldn’t be sitting on the right side. What this suggests is that the kind
of tomb that Jesus was interred in and that Joseph owned was either what’s called a bench
tomb or an “acrosolia” tomb. What were these? Well, a bench tomb had a kind of low
bench that would run along the wall around the three sides of the tomb, and the body then
could be laid on this bench. So the young man can be sitting where the body would have
lain. Or in an acrosolia tomb, you have a kind of arch-like niche that is cut into the wall
of the tomb. The body could be laid parallel into this arch-like niche. And the young man
is apparently sitting on the right side of this sort of bench or niche where the body lay. So
when he says, “See the place where they laid him,” I think that he is simply referring to
this empty bench or niche that would be part of the tomb where the body would lie. So he
gestures and says, “He is not here, see the place where they laid him.”
Now what is interesting is, these kinds of tombs were relatively rare in the first century.
They were only owned by people who were very wealthy and could afford them. Isn’t it
interesting that Joseph is described in the Gospels as “a rich man,” a member of the
Jewish Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court at that time?115 – just the kind of person
who might be able to own a bench tomb or an acrosolia tomb! So I don’t think Mark is
trying to hint at anything spiritual here. I think he is talking about the absence of the body
and pointing this out to the women.
Now when we get over to Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, the question here will be, what does
Paul mean when he says that we will have “spiritual” bodies in the resurrection? Well,
notice the contrast that he draws in verses 42-44. He says,
What is sown [this present, earthly body that dies] 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 natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.
Now what does Paul mean here by these terms “natural” and “spiritual”? The word for
“natural” is the Greek word psychikos. It comes from the word psyche, which is “soul.”
Psyche is “soul.” So to say that the body is psychikos would literally mean to say it is
soul-ish. Now, obviously, Paul doesn’t think that the present body is made out of soul!
Rather, what he means is that this is a natural, animated human body such as we have
today. It is dominated by the human soul or life principle. He is not talking about its
material constitution, what it’s made out of. When he says that the resurrection body is
pneumatikos, or spiritual, this comes from the word pneuma, which means spirit. And
again, as the opposite of psychikos, he doesn’t mean a body which is made out of spirit,
anymore than he means a body which is made out of soul. He is talking about the
orientation of these bodies, not their material constitution. So it is spiritual in the same
sense that I might say that “Bryant Wright is a spiritual man.” I don’t mean that he is an
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immaterial, invisible, intangible, unextended man – I mean his orientation is toward the
Spirit of God. So just as our natural body is dominated by the human soul or life
principle, our resurrection body will be dominated by the Holy Spirit and oriented toward
the Spirit.
I think the strongest proof of this fact is found just a few pages earlier in the second
chapter of the same letter of 1 Corinthians – 1 Corinthians 2.14. Here he says, “The
unspiritual man” (psychikos – the psychikos man) “does not receive the things 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 (pneumatikos) discerns all things but is
himself to be judged by no one.” Now when Paul contrasts the natural man and the
spiritual man in chapter 2, he is not contrasting physical, tangible, material man with
invisible, unextended, immaterial man, is he? He is talking about people who are natural
in the sense that they are unspiritual – they are dominated by the world, they are oriented
toward the world – versus people who are spiritual, who are oriented towards the Holy
Spirit. So the contrast between the natural man and the spiritual man is exactly the same
contrast that is drawn in chapter 15 between the natural body and the spiritual body.116
Our body is to be rescued from its domination by sin, corruption, mortality, and death and
liberated into a glorious, powerful, Spirit-dominated, physical body. So don’t be misled
by the language in 1 Corinthians 15 of a “spiritual body”; Paul is not talking here about
an immaterial, unextended, invisible, intangible body. He is talking about a real,
powerful, glorious body that is dominated by the power of the Holy Spirit. So I just don’t
see that it is making that connection with this sort of spiritual sense that you suggested.
Followup: In 1 Corinthians 2:14-15, that process is actually happening while a person is
alive. The resurrection actually happened to us to change from a soul-based person into a
spiritual person – not after we die and are resurrected do we become spiritual persons. It
is actually happening when Christ is in us. So that is the resurrection that, I guess, is what
Mark is trying to get us to focus on. Don’t look around for the physical evidence of the
resurrection but know that transition of soul-person into a spiritual-person will happen if
we embrace the Gospel. So our focus should be into this transition.
Answer: Well, I think that you are right in saying that, as Christians, we are already born
anew in our spirits. Our spirits have been regenerated and quickened and made alive to
Christ. Paul talks about this in various places – the new man that we have in Christ. But
he emphasizes, for example in chapter 4 of 2 Corinthians, that we have this treasure in
earthen vessels. Even though we are born again spiritually, our bodies are still mortal,
weak, corrupt, sinful, psychikos-type bodies. So what we need is a physical resurrection
of the physical body to make it an appropriate place for inhabiting eternity. So the
resurrection in one sense has already begun, I think, in Christians in that our spirits are
born again. But we still have these mortal bodies that need to be the subject of his mighty
resurrection power.
I don’t see that that connects in any way with the Gospel of Mark. I mean, you can’t read
Paul into Mark unless there is something in the Markan text that would suggest that. It
seems to me that the emphasis in Mark’s story is on the emptiness of the tomb. What he
wants to tell us is: this tomb in which the body of Jesus was laid is now empty and
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therefore he is risen from the dead. But I don’t see that Mark is drawing any sort of
spiritual lesson out of that – nor do I think Paul is either, for that matter, because Paul
isn’t trying to spiritualize the resurrection in any way. For Paul, it seems to me, this is a
very physical, tangible event that occurs to the body.
Question: I just wanted to respond and say when we look in the Old Testament for the
resurrection – is this purely spiritual or is it physical also? We see in Ezekiel 37 about the
valley of dry bones – this isn’t just a restoration of the soul; this is the bones! Or if you
look at Daniel 12:2: “And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake,
some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” So we see the
bodies and the bones, not just the souls, being awakened here.
Answer: Yeah, the image in Ezekiel is a powerful one – of these bones coming together,
and then they are clothed with sinews, and then they become alive. This is a vivid picture
of the idea of resurrection in Jewish thinking.117 What we can add to what you said is not
only these Old Testament texts, but all of the Jewish intertestamental literature. The
Jewish pseudepigrapha and apocrypha that aren’t part of our Bibles (but which we have
and can read from that period in between the testaments) always speak of the resurrection
at the end of the world as being a physical, tangible event that will take place to this
physical body or its mortal remains, principally the bones.118
Allright! Well, that is a good emphasis to close on! The Jewish concept of resurrection is
of a physical event and is of a physical nature. What we will do next time is look at
various ways of interpreting this New Testament material and making sense of this claim
that Jesus is risen from the dead.119
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 15
Historical Survey of
Various Theories of the Resurrection
We have been talking about the resurrection of Jesus, and last time we looked at the
Scriptural data concerning Jesus’ resurrection. Now we want to do a historical survey of
various attempts to interpret this event.

Historical Survey of Various Theories

Literal Interpretation
The earliest position of the church fathers was that the resurrection of Jesus was a literal,
historical event, that is to say, that the body of Jesus of Nazareth that was crucified and
laid in the tomb actually was raised again to new life and then taken into heaven. Jesus
ascended into heaven. Early church fathers like Tertullian had a very strong emphasis on
the resurrection of the flesh, that Christ didn’t just rise in a sort of spiritual way, but that
it was his flesh which rose again from the dead and which he carried with him into
heaven when he ascended. Therefore, they repudiated any attempt to have a Gnostic view
of the resurrection of Christ which would depreciate the value of the human body or of
the material in favor of the spiritual. Rather they affirmed the value of the material and
the fleshly and the corporeal by saying that Christ rose literally with his human body and
carried it with him into heaven. This was the position of the early church fathers.

Conspiracy Theory
A second position emerged millenia later – the so-called Conspiracy Theory. Although
this was the earliest counter-explanation of the resurrection of Jesus that is actually found
in the 28th chapter of Matthew, where Jews said to the guards, “Tell people his disciples
came by night and stole him away,” this theory was resuscitated in the 18th century by
European deists. Deists were theists who believed in a Creator God of the universe who is
the source of the moral law and to whom we have moral obligations but who has not
revealed himself specially in any particular religion, such as Christianity or Islam or
Judaism. Therefore, the deists did not believe in the reality of miracles, of God’s
intervention in history. The deists’ God has often been compared to the clockmaker God,
who made the clock in the beginning, designed it, wound it up, and then set it ticking and
did not tinker with the mechanism thereafter, didn’t interfere to adjust the clock in
anyway. Therefore, miracles – like the resurrection of Jesus – do not occur.
A good example of this perspective would be Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768).
Reimarus was an 18th century German Christian who began to have severe doubts about
his faith and eventually wrote a massive manuscript in which he expressed all of these,
including his doubts about the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Reimarus basically
held that the resurrection was a conspiracy engineered by the earliest disciples. The
disciples had enjoyed the easy life of preaching that they had had with Jesus – traveling
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about and teaching people. So in order to continue this lifestyle, they stole the body out of
the tomb and then lied to people to say that Jesus was risen from the dead, so that the
cause of Christ and their role as apostles of Christ could continue. Reimarus never
published his book, but I think it was his daughter who showed it to G.E. Lessing, who
was the librarian at a town called Wolfenbüttel in Germany. Lessing began to publish
excerpts from the manuscript and passed them off as fragments of an unknown author
which he had found in the library.120 These “fragments of an anonymous author,” as
Lessing called them, created a storm of controversy in Germany because of its attack
upon the resurrection of Jesus. This basically initiated this conspiracy theory, which then
was adopted by other continental and English deists as well and basically treated the
resurrection of Jesus as a hoax that was engineered by the disciples.

Apparent Death Theory
Toward the end of the 18th century another theory began to appear on the scene. This was
the Apparent Death Theory. This theory was defended by people like H.E.G. Paulus
(1761-1851) and, sadly, even the so-called Father of Modern Theology Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1768-1834). Paulus was a champion of what has been called the “natural
explanation school of biblical interpretation.” That is to say, he accepted the letter of the
biblical text and what it said, but he would then provide natural explanations of these
events, so that the events didn’t need to be thought of as miraculous. For example, Jesus’
feeding the five thousand with the fish and the loaves – that was done because there was
a cave filled with bread and fish, and disciples were inside of that, and as they would
hand it out to him from the cave, then he would distribute it to the crowds. Or Jesus’
walking on the water was achieved by a wooden, flat platform floating just beneath the
surface, and he would walk on this platform, and it would look as if he were walking on
the water. Similarly, Paulus believed that the resurrection of Jesus could be explained by
saying that Jesus didn’t really die on the cross. He merely passed out and then revived in
the tomb and, coming out of the tomb, appeared to his disciples, who thought that he was
risen from the dead.
Sometimes these apparent death theories could become very elaborate. Sometimes it
would be thought that Luke, the physician, was actually in on the conspiracy, and he
administered drugs to Jesus which would dull the pain and make him pass out on the
cross, and then he would help to revive him in the tomb. It was sometimes thought there
was a secret society, maybe of the Essenes, who were behind this, and they were
engineering this apparent death. Sometimes even Jesus himself was in on the scheme to
bring this about and thereby to perpetuate the idea that he was risen from the dead.
Schleiermacher, as I say, the father of modern theology (so-called), actually adopted this
view for himself. The resurrection of Jesus was just an apparent death. Schleiermacher
would say that Jesus was nearly dead – it wasn’t as though he just fainted – he was nearly
dead, but somehow there was still this glimmer of life in him; and being laid in the tomb
with the coolness of the temperature, and there was probably electrical activity from the
storms that were going on at the time, somehow re-energized the body, and it revived
him, and he came out and convinced everyone he was risen from the dead.
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Mythology Theory
The Apparent Death Theory, as you can imagine, didn’t last too long! It wasn’t too long
before the Apparent Death Theory fell back into the grave. And along came the
Mythology Theory of David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874). In 1835, just after
Schleiermacher had published his own work, Strauss came out with a book that is really
pivotal in the history of theology and of historical Jesus study called The Life of Jesus,
Critically Examined. It was an absolute watershed in the history of theological thought
about who Jesus was. Strauss rejected the Conspiracy Theory of Reimarus as absurd and
concocted. He said no great religious movement has ever been founded on deceit. It is
obvious that their adherents sincerely believed the truth of what they proclaimed.121 It
would be absurd to suggest that the original disciples were hoaxers and conspirators. But
neither did he find plausible the Apparent Death Theory of Paulus. He said that the
contorted and ad hoc explanations that Paulus had come up with were just utterly
implausible, and in particular he said that a half-dead Jesus who crept out of the tomb
desperately in need of bandaging and medical attention would never have elicited in the
disciples the belief that he was the conqueror of death and the prince of life rather than
someone who had just managed to barely escape the executioner!
So Strauss said neither the Conspiracy Theory nor the Apparent Death Theory was
credible. But that didn’t mean that he was ready to adopt the literal view of the church
fathers. Rather, under the explicit influence of David Hume (it is interesting that Strauss
actually mentions Hume by name), he was convinced that you could never posit
miraculous explanations of historical events. Another explanation would always be more
probable. So under the influence of Hume, he proposed the theory of myths. This
basically said that there was a considerable length of time in between the crucifixion of
Jesus and the eventual composition of the Gospels. Strauss tried to move the Gospels
back as far as he could from the event of the crucifixion – to push their composition into
the second century after Christ – to allow this window of opportunity during which the
original stories about Jesus could be told and re-told and overlaid with legend and
mythology until the rabbi from Nazareth was transformed into the divine Son of God
risen from the dead. So stories like the empty tomb and its discovery and the stories of
Jesus’ appearances alive after his death are all legends. They are legends and stories
shaped by mythology that arose decades after Jesus was gone and buried and do not
represent the historical facts about what actually happened, which are now very difficult
to recover.
Strauss’ myth theory became really the dominant view among New Testament scholars
during the first part of the 20th century. In particular, it is basically the same view that was
adopted by Rudolf Bultmann, who was one of the most influential New Testament
scholars during the 20th century. Bultmann believed that the resurrection of Jesus is
basically a myth and that what we need to do is de-mythologize it. We need to strip away
the mythology of it to try to see what its real significance is. Strauss did the same thing.
Strauss appealed to Hegel’s philosophy – the German idealist122 – to find the real
message of Christ. What Strauss said is that the incarnation and resurrection of Christ is
really a kind of pictorial, or metaphorical, expression of Hegel’s view that the infinite and
121
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the finite are one. The infinite, which is the Absolute or God, unfolds in the finite world,
in the material universe, and so the finite is really just an expression of the infinite. It is a
kind of pantheism, in effect. Well, Bultmann was not an idealist. Instead, he turned to
Heidegger the existentialist.123 (You always turn to the philosophers that are
contemporaneous with you to find the truth behind the myth of Christ and the
resurrection!) And existentialist philosophy was atheistic. And so, for Bultmann, the
resurrection really had no different meaning than that of the cross of Christ, which was
simply that life will end in death and that we can live authentic lives, genuine lives, in the
face of death and our own finite existence. That was the truth behind the resurrection,
which is mythologically expressed in the Scriptures by the notion that Jesus died and was
raised from the dead. That was the myth theory.124

Subjective Vision Theory
Another theory closely related to this is the Subjective Vision Theory. Strauss could not
deny that the original disciples saw or had experiences of seeing Jesus alive from the
dead because even though he could push the Gospels out into the second century from the
crucifixion, he couldn’t do that with the letters of Paul. Paul’s first letter to the
Corinthians in chapter 15 lists the witnesses of the risen Christ, and so to explain those
away Strauss would appeal to hallucinations and say that the disciples simply
hallucinated. That became the centerpiece of the Subjective Vision Theory on the part of
scholars like Emanuel Hirsch and then more recently the contemporary New Testament
scholar Gerd Lüdemann, whom I’ve had the privilege of debating on two occasions on
this subject of the resurrection of Jesus and actually have a book co-authored with on
Jesus’ resurrection.125
This view says that the disciples had these visions of seeing Jesus alive after his death.
Now these visions were not actual sightings of Jesus; these were subjective. That is to
say, they were projections of the disciples’ own consciousnesses, of their own minds. So
Lüdemann, for example, thinks that Peter was emotionally distraught for having denied
Jesus three times and consumed with guilt because he had let his Lord down and denied
Jesus. So as a psychological release, Peter projected visions of Jesus alive after his death,
and this gave him a sort of catharsis and release from his guilt. This started a chain
reaction among the disciples, and they began to hallucinate – although Lüdemann doesn’t
like that word “hallucinate.” He prefers to speak of subjective visions – “hallucinate”
sounds too demeaning! He wants to say these are religious visions profoundly important
and significant on the part of those who had them. So this started a chain reaction of these
visionary experiences.
Now, you might say, but what about Paul? Paul wasn’t in the chain because he was a
persecutor of the early church – he was a Jewish Pharisee who was ravaging the church.
What about his experience? Well, Lüdemann says that Paul was laboring under a secret
guilt complex that he wasn’t even aware of because he couldn’t live up to the demands of
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the Jewish law. He was zealous for the Jewish law, but he couldn’t live up to it, so he felt
guilty as a Jew, and his zeal to persecute Christianity was merely an expression of an
over-compensation for a secret attraction that he felt to Christianity. And finally, on the
road to Damascus, this subconscious attraction burst into consciousness, and he projected
this vision of Jesus on the Damascus road, and that led to Paul’s conversion. The empty
tomb story is a later legend that has no historical credibility and arose years later as an
explanation for what happened to the body. But the resurrection originated in these
subjective visions on the part of the disciples.

Objective Vision Theory
Now a somewhat different view, and more sympathetic view towards orthodoxy, is the
Objective Vision Theory, which has been defended by Hans Grass and my doctoral
mentor Wolfhart Pannenberg. The idea of an objective vision might sound like an
oxymoron at first – how can you have an objective vision? A vision is something that
isn’t objective; it is in your mind. But what Grass and Pannenberg believe is that God
caused the disciples to see these visions of Jesus and that they were actually seeing Jesus.
They weren’t self-induced hallucinations; they weren’t projections of their own minds in
the way that Lüdemann thinks. Rather, God caused the disciples to have these visions of
Jesus.126 An analogy of this is that sometimes people will have what are called veridical
visions. A veridical vision is a vision which is accurate; it really is a vision in which you
see something. For example, maybe God could cause me right now to have a vision of
Bryant Wright, wherever he is (maybe sitting in his study) and I might see a vision of
him, and it would be accurate. So it would be a veridical vision.
Pannenberg and Grass say that what the disciples had were veridical visions caused by
God. The appearances were not in the external world, and therefore they dismiss as
legendary the physicality of these appearances. Jesus didn’t really give the disciples fish
to eat, they didn’t really touch his body – he wasn’t really physically present. This was
just a visionary seeing. But it wasn’t a hallucination; it was a veridical vision. They were
seeing Jesus in glory, as it were. Therefore, they don’t believe in the empty tomb. Well,
Grass doesn’t believe in the empty tomb – according to Grass the empty tomb is a legend,
and the resurrection of Jesus is just the seeing of Jesus in his spiritual body. Pannenberg
differs from Grass in that Pannenberg does affirm the empty tomb. Pannenberg believes
the body of Jesus was raised from the dead and the tomb was left empty as a result; but
he doesn’t believe in the physical resurrection appearances. He thinks that somehow the
body was de-materialized or something and that then what the disciples experienced were
these objective visions.
There is one more theory that I want to survey next time. We will pick up this last one –
the Interpretation Theory – next time. But this gives you a bird’s eye view of some of the
principal, historical explanations of the New Testament materials about the
resurrection.127
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 16
Assessing the Different Theories of the Resurrection,
Part 1
We have been talking about the work of Christ. We did a section on the person of Christ,
and now we have begun a section on the work of Christ. We talked about the death of
Christ and theories of the atonement, and now we are looking at his resurrection.
We began to look at various theories of the resurrection, or interpretations of the
resurrection. These included the original, literal view that was defended by the church
fathers, the Conspiracy Theory of the early deists, the Apparent Death Theory of the
natural explanation school of theology, the Myth Theory that was popularized by D. F.
Strauss and Rudolf Bultmann, the Subjective Vision Theory, and the more recent
Objective Vision Theory.

Interpretation Theory
Now we come at last to the view of the Interpretation Theory (this is what I call it, for
want of a better name). This is a view of the resurrection that has been propounded by
certain contemporary theologians like Willi Marxsen (a German theologian) or the
Episcopalian bishop John Shelby Spong.
Basically what this view says is that the disciples, after Jesus’ crucifixion, had some sort
of profound experience of Jesus – something that radically altered their lives – , but we
can’t say what that experience was. Indeed, the disciples themselves really were at a loss
for words to describe what this experience was of Christ’s presence and forgiveness. So,
for want of a better interpretive category for this, they latched onto the Jewish category of
resurrection from the dead. They said, “He is risen from the dead” – that was a means of
expressing this sort of mystical experience that they had had of Christ after his death. So
it wasn’t intended to be literal; it wasn’t intended to say that the body got up out of the
tomb and was alive again. Rather it was just an interpretive category borrowed from
Judaism to describe their mystical experience of Christ.
Spong relates this to Peter’s denial of Christ. He says that Peter had denied Jesus three
times just at the time that Jesus needed him most; after Peter had sworn allegiance to
Jesus until death, he then failed Jesus. So Peter went back to Galilee burdened with guilt,
under tremendous anguish from having denied Jesus, and he couldn’t reconcile this in his
mind. Here he had believed Jesus was the Messiah – Jesus was the one anointed and
promised by God – , and yet now he was dead. And this just didn’t make sense to Peter.
As a means of alleviating this sort of guilt complex that he wrestled with, he had this
experience of Jesus and began to see that Jesus had forgiven him for his betrayal and that
he was forgiven now by Jesus. Peter, in order to describe this experience, said, “He is
risen from the dead!” The other disciples then also began to adopt this metaphorical
language of being risen from the dead, and that is how the belief in Jesus’ resurrection
originated as a sort of interpretive category for the experience of Peter.
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DISCUSSION
Question: I was curious whether all these interpretations and explanations of the
resurrection have been eliminated from current thinking or are they alive and well?128
Answer: I would say that the last three that we talked about are still on the table, at least
to be discussed. You are quite right in saying that none of these views has attracted a
great number of followers. They all represent small minority positions. But, for example,
Spong is still a contemporary figure who holds to this view. Pannenberg – this Objective
Vision View – I think is the one that is probably most widely held because, in a sense, it
really is a belief in Jesus’ literal resurrection. It thinks that Jesus really did rise, but it
denies the physicality of the resurrection appearances. So that one is still on the table.
Lüdemann, for example, holds to this Hallucination Theory. If you deny that Jesus rose
from the dead, then you pretty much have to hold to some sort of hallucinatory
explanation of the disciples’ experiences of Jesus’ appearances because virtually
everybody agrees today that these original disciples did have these experiences of seeing
Jesus after his death. So if you don’t believe they really saw him, you pretty much have
to explain it away psychologically.
Followup: So they are really naturalists – they don’t believe in any sort of supernatural
intervention or explanation, so they have to hold on to this because it is the only way to
make sense of it, given that basis and that foundation of their belief system, right?
Answer: Except for the Objective Vision Theory, I think that is quite right. They are very
clearly motivated by naturalism. The watchword among these folks is that the
resurrection of Jesus is not “the resuscitation of a corpse.” That is how they characterize
the orthodox view – the resuscitation of a corpse. That is a caricature, obviously. No
orthodox theologian thinks that the resurrection of Jesus is synonymous to the
resuscitation of a corpse like Lazarus. Lazarus experienced the resuscitation of a corpse,
or a revivification. But the resurrection of Jesus was a transformation of Jesus to an
immortal, spiritual, powerful, glorious form of existence that is quite different than
Lazarus’ revivification. Steve Davis, who is a contemporary Christian philosopher, has
said that when he began to read literature on the resurrection by these critics, he kept
wondering, who are these people that believe in the resuscitation of the corpse view? And
he kept looking for them, and he said, of course, he never found them because this is just
a caricature that is painted by these naturalists who reject nature miracles and so have to
find some other way of explaining the data than an actual resurrection from the dead.
Now the Objective Vision Theory is different. People like Grass and Pannenberg, I think,
are open to the miraculous. Pannenberg would say, and has said, that the historian cannot
assume that miracles do not occur. You cannot use our present experience to rule out the
extraordinary and the unusual in the past. Every event in history is, in a sense, unique,
and we must let history speak for itself, and we can’t impose the grid of the present over
the past to reduce it all to just natural events. So these folks would be open to
supernaturalism. But they are different from the literal view in that someone like Grass
doesn’t think that the tomb was empty. He thinks that Jesus rose in a spiritual body that
was quite different from the physical body that remained in the tomb. Pannenberg, on the
128
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other hand, does believe in the empty tomb. He thinks that the body in the tomb was
transformed into some sort of a spiritual body. But both of them would deny the
physicality of the resurrection appearances. This would be the view that would be the
closest to the literalist view – this Objective Vision view.
Question: You mentioned Pannenberg. I know you studied with him. Why would he find
it easier to accept a supernaturally implanted objective vision than he would just to a
literal resurrection? Is that because the degree of miracle involved; that it appears to be
easier to accept?129
Answer: That doesn’t seem right, does it? If you believe that God raised the body of Jesus
from the dead and transformed it into some sort of spiritual existence, how is that any less
miraculous than physical appearances after the resurrection? It doesn’t seem to make
sense. I don’t think that Pannenberg’s objection to the appearances is based on naturalism
or a bias against miracles. He is already committed to miracles in affirming the empty
tomb. Rather, I think it would be exegetical, frankly. He is convinced by Grass’ exegesis
of 1 Corinthians 15 that when Paul talks of a spiritual body, what he is talking about is an
immaterial, invisible, unextended body. Therefore, the Gospel appearance stories are late
legendary developments that represent a kind of materializing of the original, primitive,
spiritual experiences. The original experiences were just these visions of Jesus. It would
be similar to Stephen’s vision of Jesus in Acts 7.130 When Stephen is being stoned, he
sees the heavens open and he says, “I see the Son of Man in the heavens.” Nobody else
saw anything, but Stephen saw this vision of Jesus. And I think that Pannenberg would
say that that is similar to what the original resurrection appearances were. They were
these visionary events and then they got corrupted and materialized and turned into the
Gospel appearance stories, which are very, very physicalistic. So his ground for denying
the physicality of the resurrection body and the appearance stories isn’t philosophical; I
think it is exegetical. I think it is based on a bad exegesis of 1 Corinthians 15.
Followup: Where does Karl Barth fall in this spectrum?
Answer: Karl Barth was perhaps the most influential theologian in the 20th century. He
wrote very early in the 20th century and then throughout. Barth helped to lead the
rebellion against the old liberal theology represented by people like Schleiermacher that
we talked about before. Barth reasserted what has been called neo-orthodoxy – a kind of
return to orthodoxy. But it was very ahistorical and in a sense almost anti-rational. Barth
distinguished between two adjectives in German – that which is geschichtlich and that
which is historisch. The word geschichtlich comes from the word Geschichte, which
means “history”. It just means historical. Historisch is just a different version of the word
“historical.” In German you sometimes have words that have different roots but they are
virtually synonymous – they mean “historical.” But Barth distinguished between what is
geschichtlich and what is historisch. We can render this in English maybe in this way –
what he meant by geschichtlich is historic and by historisch he meant historical. There is
a difference between something’s being historic and something’s being historical. To say
it is historical meant it really happened. But to say it is historic meant it is of monumental
significance and importance and it makes a difference. You might say, for example, that
129
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George Washington’s chopping down the cherry tree was a historic event in its
importance. But in fact it wasn’t historical – it never really happened. So what Barth says
about Jesus’ resurrection is that it is geschichtlich, but he doesn’t want to affirm that it is
historisch. He doesn’t want to make it available or accessible to the secular historian to
explore. He wants to shut off the resurrection of Jesus from the knives of the biblical
critics, who will go after the resurrection historically and try to disprove that it occurred.
So it is a kind of strategy of insulating the resurrection from history by saying it is
historic, but he won’t affirm it is historical, and that way it is sealed off from the negative
critiques of the historical critics.131
Well, Pannenberg was Barth’s student! I have heard Pannenberg say, and he says in his
writings, that the problem with Barth’s view was that it made Jesus and the resurrection
safe only by making it irrelevant. It put it off in a sort of fairyland safe from the historical
critics, but then at the same time immune to historical verification. And it becomes
virtually the same as mythology, as any other non-historical myth that has great historic
significance. Barth once said that “the resurrection of Jesus touches history only as a
tangent touches a circle, that is to say, without really touching it.” That is virtually a quote
from Barth. I am not even sure about the analogy because a tangent does intersect a
circle, right? It intersects it at one point. So at least there is a point of history where you
would want to say this really occurred. But I think you can see how Barth wanted to
isolate or insulate the resurrection from historical criticism. So, did he believe in the
resurrection of Jesus? I think he did. I think he probably really believed it happened, I
suppose. But his theology of the resurrection is such as to make this dichotomy between
this event and history.
Question: So Pannenberg believes that Christ died and sowed a physical body and raised
a spiritual body? Why does Pannenberg think that he was not able to materialize with that
spiritual body just like the angel did with Samson’s parents?132
Answer: Good question! My former Greek exegesis teacher, Murray Harris, who is a New
Zealand New Testament scholar, had a view according to which Jesus’ resurrection body
is essentially immaterial and spiritual, that is to say, he accepted the view that Christ’s
resurrection body is this immaterial, invisible, intangible “body.” But since Harris taught
at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, which is an orthodox institution, he affirmed that
Jesus made these special materializations in the appearances to the disciples because he
was, so to speak, condescending to the disciples’ level to help them understand that he
was risen from the dead. They wouldn’t get it otherwise. So this was his way of kind of
stooping down to their level to appear to them materially so that they would believe that
he was risen from the dead. But, in fact, the resurrection body wasn’t really material in
that way. Why doesn’t Pannenberg hold a view like Harris’? I think probably Pannenberg
would just say that that is ad hoc, that is to say, contrived, and that it is better to just say
that the appearance narratives in the Gospels are legendary and therefore they are not
reliable.
Question: This seems a throwback to Gnosticism – a false dichotomy between the
physical and spiritual. The question is – well, if this is a spiritual resurrection, then the
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authorities (Jewish and Roman at the time) had a vested interest in producing the body, so
why didn’t they just produce the body?
Answer: Those are excellent points. I do think that contemporary liberal theology has a
definite tendency towards Gnosticism in its bias against the materiality of the resurrection
and the resurrection body. I think Platonism is a lot stronger than we think. As you say,
Christianity has been anti-Gnostic in affirming the value of the material body, the
goodness of the physical creation.133 We do not regard the body as Plato did, as the prison
house of the soul from which we want to be liberated and fly away. Rather the doctrine of
the resurrection shows the everlasting value of human materiality and corporeality, and
Jesus takes it with him into the afterlife. He doesn’t slough off the body and leave it
behind. It is a very anti-Gnostic point of view. What motivates this [Gnostic view] is what
someone said earlier – namely, scientific naturalism – which thinks that miracles are
impossible and therefore you have to just have sort of spiritual events taking place but
you can’t have literal physical events that would be miraculous in nature.
Question: I remember you addressed this objection, but I don’t remember what your
answer was. The objection is, what about “flesh and blood can’t enter the kingdom of
heaven?”
Answer: In 1 Corinthians 15:51, Paul says, “Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all
sleep, but we shall all be changed . . . at the last trumpet.” He says, “flesh and blood
cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither can the corruptible put on the
incorruptible.”134 Some exegetes have said this proves that Paul did not think that the
resurrection body would be physical because he says “flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God.” What these folks fail to understand and what commentators in general
recognize is that the expression “flesh and blood” is an idiom in Semitic speech for this
perishable human nature. Paul isn’t talking about anatomy there. He is saying this
perishable human nature cannot inherit the kingdom of God and therefore needs to be
transformed. When you look elsewhere in the New Testament at how Paul uses the
expression “flesh and blood,” this is very evident. For example, in Galatians after his
conversion on the Damascus road, he says, “I did not confer with flesh and blood, but I
went away into Arabia.”135 Obviously, he is not talking about anatomical flesh and blood
that he would go and confer with! He meant, “I didn’t talk to people; I didn’t talk to
anybody; I went away into Arabia.” Or in Ephesians 6, he says, “for our struggle is not
against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the
world rulers of this present darkness.”136 There Paul is contrasting earthly human
creatures with these heavenly, powerful, demonic beings, and he says our struggle isn’t
with flesh and blood. Obviously, again, he is not talking about anatomy there. This is an
idiom that connotes the human nature as we experience it now. Paul is saying that this
human nature – frail, sinful, perishable, corruptible – cannot inherit the kingdom of God
and therefore must be transformed. So the second half of the verse repeats in parallelism
exactly what the first part of the verse says: “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom
of God; neither does the corruptible inherit the incorruptible.” Therefore, you must have
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this transformation into an incorruptible, immortal, resurrection body. So I think those
who try to use that verse to say that Paul did not believe in a physical resurrection body
have failed to understand the idiom behind it and the structure of the passage.

Assessing the Different Theories

Conspiracy Theory
Let’s begin to look at the apologetic significance and assess the different views. I am
going to skip over the literal view and save that for last and go to the first counterexplanation of the resurrection, which was the Conspiracy Theory. According to this
view, the resurrection was a hoax perpetrated by the earliest disciples – they basically
banded together and said, “Let’s lie to people that Jesus is risen from the dead. We will
steal his body out of the tomb, dispose of it secretly, and then tell people that we have
seen him risen from the dead.”137
Well, this theory on the face of it is outrageously implausible psychologically. Nobody
who reads the pages of the New Testament can doubt that these people sincerely believed
the message that they proclaimed. Indeed, they were willing to die for the truth of this
message, and some of them did die for it. Now you might say, “Lots of people have died
for a lie – David Koresh or Jim Jones or Jehovah’s Witnesses or Muslims in many cases.”
Right! But in every case, they thought it was the truth! This view suggests that these
people made up this hoax and then went out preaching this view and were willing to
suffer horrible deaths for it. That is just enormously implausible psychologically. There
can’t be any doubt that these people, even if deluded, at least sincerely believed that Jesus
was risen from the dead.
Even more fundamentally, however, the Achilles Heel of this Conspiracy Theory is that it
is anachronistic. That is to say, it tries to interpret the disciples’ situation through the
rearview mirror of Christian theology. It looks back on the disciples and says, “Oh, they
wanted to convince people of the resurrection, so they stole the body and lied about it.”
But that is to look at their situation through the rearview mirror of a church and a culture
that already believes in the resurrection of Jesus. You have got to go back to first century
Judaism and put yourself in the disciples’ shoes, when no one had heard of such a thing
as a [historical] resurrection from the dead. For a first century Jew, the idea of a Messiah
who, instead of triumphing over the enemies of Israel, was defeated by them and
humiliatingly executed as a criminal was just a contradiction in terms. There was nothing
in antecedent Judaism of such a Messiah. Messiah was supposed to be the royal Son of
David, the heir to the throne of Israel, who would reestablish David’s throne in Israel,
throw off Israel’s enemies and subjugate the Gentiles around them. Of course, in the first
century, that meant Rome. That meant that the Messiah had to throw off the yoke of
Rome and reestablish David’s throne in Jerusalem. The idea that this Jesus of Nazareth,
who had been crucified by the Romans, naked, as a common criminal, that he was really
the Messiah after all, is just absurd from a Jewish point of view.
Moreover, there was no connection whatsoever between being the Messiah and being
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risen from the dead. Even if the disciples had come to believe that Jesus was a Jewish
martyr or something of that sort, the resurrection from the dead was something that only
occurred after the end of the world on judgment day – the so-called eschatological
resurrection, the end-time resurrection. There is no resurrection to glory and immortality
within history. There is never the resurrection of an isolated person separated from the
general resurrection of the dead at the end of the world.
So the idea that the disciples would cook up this scheme to say that Jesus was resurrected
from the dead is totally anachronistic. Given their first century Jewish thought forms and
frame of thought, they would have simply preserved Jesus’ tomb as a shrine where his
bones could reside – the bones of the dead were collected into ossuaries to await the final
resurrection at the end of history – , and his bones could reside there in his tomb. Perhaps
they could make pilgrimages to the tomb on a regular basis, and they would look forward
with longing to that day when he and they and all of the righteous dead of Israel would be
reunited in the kingdom of God in the resurrection of the last day. But to suggest that he
was really the Messiah and was risen from the dead is something that is completely
anachronistic. It is putting later Christian theology back onto the disciples in a way that is
not true to the historical situation in which they found themselves.
Therefore, I am not aware of any contemporary scholar who would hold to the
Conspiracy Theory. This theory has been dead for over 200 years.138

DISCUSSION
Question: I would agree with you except I wouldn’t say it is 100% anachronistic. I would
say it is 80%. A relatively small body of Messianic prophecies had what is called the
“suffering Messiah” as typified by Isaiah 53. The rabbinical training – I guess we can
forgive them for saying how can you have a suffering Messiah and an all conquering
Messiah all in the same person. Since they were looking to overthrow Rome and looking
for a national identity, they accepted the majority of the prophesies. We now know that
you can explain that with two trips: the first trip he came to die, and the second trip he
will come for other things.
Answer: Exactly, it is all done in retrospect! I would say the same thing about the Isaiah
prophesies. Those are not Messianic prophesies, read from the standpoint of a first
century Jew. Those are about the suffering servant of Yahweh, but there is no suggestion
that this is Messiah. It is only when you read them in retrospect later on that you could
then reinterpret them in that light and say, “Ah, now I see them in the light of Christ!”
But we are talking about people who are in a first century situation before any idea of
[historical] resurrection from the dead or anything of that sort. They would not and did
not (that is historically the case!) read those prophesies in that way. The dominant image
of Messiah was this royal Davidic king, which Jesus just didn’t fit the image of.139
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 17
Assessing the Different Theories of the Resurrection,
Part 2
We have been talking about the resurrection of Jesus and looking at the different views of
the resurrection that have been offered down through history. I think a brief recap of
some of these would be helpful.
The first interpretation was the literal interpretation. This was the one held to by the
church fathers, that God had actually raised Jesus physically from the dead to glory and
immortality. I skipped over that because we will return to that and look at challenges to
that later.

Conspiracy Theory
During the 17th and 18th century, the Conspiracy Theory was floated by many European
rationalists. This theory held that the disciples stole the body of Jesus out of the grave and
then lied about the resurrection appearances so that the cause of Jesus could continue.
This theory is now completely obsolete, as I explained. It is psychologically implausible.
One fact that no one who reads the New Testament can plausibly deny is that these
people sincerely believed the message that they proclaimed and were willing to die for.
So the idea that they were all hoaxers and liars is really just utterly implausible
psychologically.
More fundamentally, I pointed out that the theory is really anachronistic because it looks
at the disciples’ situation through the rearview mirror of Christian theology and history.
But when you put yourself in the position, or the footsteps, of a first century Jew, the idea
that Jesus could have been Messiah would be absolutely absurd. Messiah was supposed
to come and establish the throne of David in Jerusalem and throw off the enemies of
Israel, which in this case would mean Rome. The idea of a Messiah who was defeated
and executed by his enemies was simply a contradiction in terms. And Jewish beliefs
about the afterlife precluded anyone’s rising from the dead to glory and immortality
before the general resurrection at the end of the world. So the fundamental problem with
this Conspiracy Theory is that it just really can’t take seriously what a disaster the
crucifixion of Jesus was for these disciples. It wasn’t just that their beloved master was
gone; it was that they had been following a messianic pretender who had now been
exposed as a fraud. There would be no thought to steal his body and say that he was
resurrected from the dead. That is a later Christian doctrine that wouldn’t be something
that would spring to the minds of these first century Jewish believers.

Apparent Death Theory
The second theory that we looked at was the Apparent Death Theory, which arose near
the end of the 1700s and early 1800s in Germany. This theory held that Jesus wasn’t
really dead, but he was in an unconscious state when he was taken down from the cross,
and he somehow revived in the tomb and escaped and presented himself to the disciples,
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who mistakenly inferred that he was risen from the dead. I explained that this theory is
really medically absurd. The Roman executioners knew how to ensure the death of their
victims; this is what they were trained for and were professionals. And in any case, even
if Jesus had been taken down alive and placed in the tomb, he certainly would have died
of exposure without immediate and extensive medical attention. The idea that he could
somehow get out of a sealed tomb and present himself to the disciples and they would
think that he was risen gloriously from the dead is just really laughable. And the theory is,
in any case, explanatorily inadequate because it wouldn’t account for why the disciples
came to believe that Jesus was now risen from the dead to glory and immortality rather
than that he had merely escaped the executioner. So this theory also is not one that is
found among current scholars.

Mythology Theory
The Mythology Theory then replaced the Apparent Death Theory around 1835 with
David Strauss’ book The Life of Jesus. This dominated for about 100 years or so in
German theology until, during the course of the 20th century, scholars came to understand
that the theory was simply dealing with the Gospels under the wrong literary type.140 That
is to say, the Gospels are not of the literary genre, or type, of mythology. Rather the genre
of literature that they closely resemble in the ancient world is ancient biography – the
“lives” of famous Greeks and Romans, for example. So they really belonged to the type
of ancient biography. They are not mythology in the way that, say, stories of Hercules and
Zeus and Osiris and so forth are.
Moreover, as scholars studied these supposed parallels between the resurrection of Jesus
and these myths of dying and rising gods, it was realized that these parallels were really
quite spurious. These dying and rising gods in the ancient Near East were merely
symbols of the crop cycle, as the vegetation dies in the dry season and then comes back to
life in the rainy season. They weren’t relevant to historical individuals. In fact, these
mythological figures don’t really return to the earthly life in any case. They just live on in
the afterlife; but they don’t really come back to life in this world in the way that the
resurrection of Jesus entails.
Moreover, there was no causal connection between these pagan myths and the disciples
who followed and knew Jesus. It would be absurd to think that they would come to
believe that Jesus was literally risen from the dead because they had heard about these
myths of dying and rising vegetation deities in Greco-Roman or Persian mythology.
The shortness of the time span also is important here. We are not dealing with ancient
myths that are lost in the gray mists of antiquity; rather, we are talking here about people
who lived with this man and who knew him and who were still about and came to believe
that God had raised him from the dead and that there was an empty tomb to show for it.
In that sense, it is utterly unlike mythology. Rather we are talking here about oral history.
It is people who are passing on the traditions about Jesus that they were acquainted with
first hand. So this Mythology Theory really gets things completely wrong in terms of
understanding the Gospels. And therefore, among New Testament scholars today, there
are very few who would think that the study of ancient non-Jewish mythology is even
140
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relevant to understanding Jesus of Nazareth. The proper interpretive framework for
understanding the historical Jesus is first century Palestinian Judaism, not Greco-Roman
or other ancient Near Eastern mythology.

Subjective Vision Theory
That brings us then, finally, to the Subjective Vision Theory, which you will recall is the
view that the disciples, after Jesus’ death, experienced visions of Jesus – hallucinations of
Jesus. Perhaps this was brought on by the guilt that they felt by having denied Jesus in his
hour of need. So as a compensatory mechanism they projected hallucinations of Jesus
risen from the dead and, deceived by these, they came to believe that God had raised him.
Let me mention three fatal flaws with the Subjective Vision Theory.
First of all, it is psychologically implausible. There is nothing in the psychological case
books which is comparable to the resurrection appearances of Jesus. These appearances,
we know from the information given by Paul as well as what we find in the Gospels,
were not just to one person at one time under one circumstance. They were to multiple
individuals. They were also at different times and in different locales and different
circumstances. Moreover, they were not just to believers, but they also were to
unbelievers – people like James, the younger brother of Jesus who had no belief in Jesus
during his lifetime, to Thomas, who was skeptical about the resurrection of Jesus, and to
Saul of Tarsus, who was the chief persecutor of the early church.141 In order to find
something comparable to the resurrection of Jesus, what you have got to do is cobble
together various anecdotes from the psychological literature and construct a sort of
composite picture to try to explain away these resurrection appearances. But there is
literally nothing in the psychological literature of a series of psychological hallucinations
which is comparable to what we have in the case of Jesus’ resurrection. Therefore, the
Subjective Vision Theory is really quite implausible psychologically.
Secondly, in any case, it is explanatorily inadequate. Let’s assume that the earliest
disciples did have hallucinations of Jesus. What is important to understand about a
hallucination is that as a projection of one’s own mind, a hallucination cannot contain
anything that is not already in your mind. It is a projection of the contents of your mind
into external reality. But, given the Jewish frame of thought which the disciples brought
to their experiences, if the disciples were to project hallucinations of Jesus after his death,
they would have projected visions of Jesus in glory, in Abraham’s bosom. This is where
Jewish people believed the righteous dead went to await the resurrection at the end of the
world. So the disciples, if they were to hallucinate visions of Jesus, they would have seen
visions of Jesus in glory with God in heaven. They would not have hallucinated Jesus as
literally risen from the dead, which goes contrary to Jewish beliefs. But in that case, it
would never have led to their belief that Jesus had been raised by God from the dead. At
most, it would have led to the belief that God had assumed Jesus into heaven and there he
appeared to them.
Even given the empty tomb, that would not imply the resurrection of Jesus. That would at
most imply the assumption of Jesus into heaven. In Jewish thought, the idea of an
assumption, or a translation, into heaven is a completely different category than
141
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resurrection of the dead. In the Old Testament, certain people like Elijah and Enoch were
thought to have been taken up directly into heaven. And in the extra biblical book The
Testament of Job there is a story of a young mother whose children are killed in the
collapse of a house.142 When the rescuers come and remove the rubble, the bodies of the
children are missing. Thereafter, the mother experiences a vision of the children in
heaven, where they have gone to be with God ,and her heart is reassured that her children
are all right because they are with God. That is how Jewish mentality would project
visions of Jesus subsequent to his death, even given the fact of the empty tomb. The idea
of resurrection, by contrast, is the bodily raising up of the dead person in the space-time
universe in which we live. So the proclamation of the disciples that God raised Jesus
from the dead would remain unexplained, even given the hypothesis that they
hallucinated visions of Jesus after his death.
Finally, of course, there is the empty tomb to be explained. The Subjective Vision
hypothesis has to assume that the empty tomb is merely a legend, a late development. But
as we will see, in fact, the empty tomb belongs to some of the earliest material in the New
Testament. It belongs to the earliest stratum of traditions about Jesus and therefore most
biblical scholars today, most New Testament scholars, are convinced that in fact the
empty tomb narrative found in the Gospels is fundamentally reliable. And that cannot be
explained by the hallucination hypothesis. In order to explain the full scope of the
evidence, you have to have some other hypothesis to get rid of the body in the tomb
conjoined with the Subjective Vision Theory. So now this theory becomes less simple – it
is no longer an overarching explanation that covers all the data. Rather it has a narrow
explanatory scope that only tries to explain the appearances, but it doesn’t explain the fact
of the empty tomb, and therefore it fails to have an adequate explanatory scope. For those
three reasons, at least, I think the Subjective Vision Theory is not the best explanation for
understanding the resurrection of Jesus.143

DISCUSSION
Question: I have always been confused about subjective vision. I am trying to think of
events in history where people have gathered in some field or whatever. I can’t think of
anything, but you know they will see a vision in the sky, and it will occur over a period of
months. Or say you have someone go somewhere supposedly haunted, and they will see a
spirit or something like that. How would you address something like that if a skeptic is
coming from that point?
Answer: What we want to say is, certainly these kinds of visions do appear. Certainly
there are hallucinations that you can read about in the literature. But I would just go back
to the points that I made. None of them is comparable to this series of visionary, or
appearance, experiences that the disciples had, which involved multiple individuals,
different occasions, different locales and circumstances, groups of people as well as
individuals, and non-believers as well as believers. Very often, with hallucinations, what
you will find is they concern people who have a belief already that would lead them to
142
143

cf. The Testament of Job, chapter 9 verses 4 through 14
15:12

119
hallucinate, to see something that they would want to see – UFO sightings or, some
people would say, Catholic visions of Mary, if you are skeptical of those. These would all
be in line with a person’s worldview that he already has. In that sense, they are very, very
different from these resurrection appearances, which are quite distinct from Jewish
expectations and thought forms. So we can happily admit that people hallucinate things
all the time but, I think, still insist that they are 1) not comparable to the resurrection
appearances and 2) given their Jewish frame of thought, the type of hallucinations the
disciples would have would not lead to the belief in Jesus’ resurrection; at most it would
lead to his assumption into heaven.
Question: Gary Habermas’s dissertation is available on his website,144 and he spent most
of it going into subjective theory. It is a fantastic discussion of this. He spent most of his
dissertation on the defense of the resurrection over subjective vision. I was going to ask
you what if somebody grants all your points and they just say, “Well, it is just an
anomalous naturalistic situation! Maybe he did rise, but science will figure it out.”
Answer: I think you raise a good point. These kinds of objections are not knockdown
objections. What we are doing here is we are searching for the best explanation, and this
is a mode of reasoning called “inference to the best explanation”. This will be a
comparative sort of study or explanation. We will compare the Hallucination Hypothesis,
the Apparent Death Theory, the Conspiracy Theory, and the Literal Theory. Then we will
say which one is the best explanation. What I would argue is that the Literal Theory
meets the criteria for being a best explanation better than do any of these other theories
and therefore it is to be preferred to them. What the critic or skeptic would have to do is
to show some way in which the literal resurrection theory is defective that would lead
him to question it. Typically this will involve a kind of anti-supernaturalist move, that
you cannot appeal to miracles or supernatural explanations. So we will need to deal with
that. But I do not think that scepticism is warranted when you have an explanation on the
table that has adequate explanatory power, explanatory scope, it is not ad hoc, and it is
plausible. Then it is simply stubborn to resist the inference to the best explanation of the
data.
Question: What is the most common objection by fellow theists – people who would not
deny the existence of miracles? Maybe Muslims or rabbis or someone like that? What
would be their most common objection to this?145
Answer: You know, I have had debates with Muslim apologists on this, and the difficulty
for the Muslim is that he can’t even admit the crucifixion because the Qur’an says, “They
did not kill him, neither did they crucify him, it only appeared that way.”146 So the
Muslim is backed up into the position, not simply of denying the resurrection and the
empty tomb and the burial, he has to deny the crucifixion, which is the one fact about the
historical Jesus that is just universally recognized among New Testament critics, no
matter how radical and how left-wing! So when you do get a Muslim who is willing to
entertain the idea that Jesus was crucified – what I have found in debating, for example,
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Shabir Ally,147 who is perhaps the most prominent North American Muslim apologist – he
adopts a sort of supernaturalist version of the Apparent Death Theory. He will say, yes,
Jesus was crucified; but he was taken down alive, and he would certainly have died in the
tomb without medical attention, but before he could die, God assumed him into heaven,
and then God gave the disciples these miraculous visions or appearances of Jesus, and
that led them mistakenly to infer that he was risen from the dead. So this allows him to go
as far as he possibly can in admitting the historicity of the New Testament text but
without believing in the resurrection of Jesus. What is interesting about that theory is that
it means that God misled the disciples into believing Jesus’ resurrection, thereby foisting
Christianity upon the world and leading a third of the world’s population into heresy and
error instead of believing in Allah as the true God, which is I think preposterous! It winds
up making God responsible, or Allah responsible, for Christianity, even though it
condemns Christianity as a heresy.
Followup: Interestingly enough, some of the Jewish anti-missionaries have the Trickster
God Theory – that he tricked people to see . . . “Are you going to be with God or are you
going to go with this evidence over here?” I think that is extraordinarily implausible. That
is a hard bullet to bite.
Answer: If I understand you right, they are saying, in a sense, this is a test to see whether
or not you will embrace irrational faith rather than follow the evidence where it points.
Followup: Yes! Rabbi Asher Wade says this exact thing.
Answer: Yeah, you know, when you get down to that, in one sense you have ceased to
deal with rational inquiry because you are willing to admit the best explanation is that
God raised Jesus from the dead – that is where the evidence points – but you just refuse
to believe it. In that sense, the apologist has done all that he can, I think.
Question: When you have these debates, I am sitting here wondering, does it ever lead
anyone to Christ? When you are battling on the points of history, does it ever, in your
experience, lead people to Christ or not?
Answer: Yes! We get emails from folks who will say, “I was at the debate you had at Ohio
State University” or “I was at that debate at Willow Creek and that propelled me on a
path that led to my coming to Christ.” Often this will be a sowing kind of ministry, rather
than harvesting, if you know what I mean. Sometimes there are people who make
decisions that very night, but more often, I think, it will be part of sowing and watering
that will put them on the path that will eventually lead them to receive Christ. The other
thing that needs to be said, too, about the purpose of these debates is that the task of
apologetics is broader than just your immediate evangelistic context. What apologetics
serves to do, when it is on a university campus like this, is to help to create an
environment, or a cultural milieu, in which Christianity is an intellectually viable option
for people to listen to. That, I think, is extremely important. Even if people don’t come to
Christ because of the arguments, what the arguments and evidence do is to help shape a
cultural environment in which the Gospel can be heard as a reasonable option for
thinking men and women today.
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Followup: That makes a lot of sense.
Answer: It is very important, I think, that we help to shape the western university context
in such a way that Christianity has a place at the table.148
Followup: It is kind of like being on the platform with everybody else – you need to at
least be on the platform. People have the option of your view.
Answer: Yes, that is exactly right!
Question: In commenting on that, some of our best contemporary authors, or most read
contemporary authors, in the Christian world were converted on the basis – well,
ultimately they received Christ based on the message of Scripture – but they were driven
to that by apologetic type arguments. C.S. Lewis and Lee Strobel, to mention some
people.
Answer: Yes, absolutely!

Objective Vision Theory
Let’s go to the next theory, which is the Objective Vision Theory. You will remember this
is a more subtle view and, I think, one that really is a type of resurrection view. And that
is, what God gave the disciples was not physical, bodily appearances of Jesus, but rather
he gave them what are called veridical visions. They were visions of Jesus in glory, where
God had raised him from the dead, and these visions were objective in the sense that they
were seeing Jesus. But it wasn’t as though there were photons bouncing off a physical
object and impinging on their retinas. But on the other hand these weren’t projections of
their mind either, and that is why it is different from the Subjective Vision Theory or the
Hallucination Theory. Rather these are God-induced visions of Jesus, who was no longer
dead but risen from the dead. Sometimes these theorists will even believe in the empty
tomb. Sometimes they will say that God transformed the body of Jesus in the tomb into a
spiritual body which is immaterial and invisible and non-physical and then gave the
disciples these visions of the glorified Christ. Other times they will say, no, the physical
body remained in the tomb and decayed and wasted away, but God raised Jesus in a
spiritual body which is distinct from and non-identical to the corpse that was in the tomb.
And the disciples then had these visions of Jesus in his spiritual existence. So this is
definitely a supernaturalistic kind of theory, but it differs from the resurrection view in
that it doesn’t think that the body in the tomb was actually raised to glory and immortality
in a physical, tangible way and that the disciples experienced it in that way. It is a
visionary experience that the disciples had but not a subjective visionary experience. It is
one that is induced by God, and they really are seeing the spiritual Jesus.
What critique might one offer of this objective vision theory? We have already spoken
about this a little bit when we talked about the biblical data concerning the resurrection.
Let me review some of these points.
First of all, Paul held to a physical resurrection body. Paul believed in a physical
resurrection body. The strategy of those who hold to this view is to try to drive a wedge
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between Paul and the four Gospels – to say that Paul’s information is earlier and therefore
more reliable, whereas the Gospel appearance stories, which are clearly physical and
tangible, are later legendary developments; but when you look at the really early material,
namely, what Paul tells us, Paul believed in a spiritual resurrection body, not a physical
resurrection body. As I shared earlier, I think this is based upon a disastrous mis-exegesis
of what Paul means by “spiritual body.” Paul talks about a soma pneumatikon – a
“spiritual body.” And he contrasts this with a natural body or a soma psychikon – a
“natural body.” The word ψυχή is the word for soul, psyche in English. So this soma
psychikon literally means a “soul-ish body.” Now, obviously, when Paul says that our
bodies that we have right now are soul-ish bodies, he didn’t mean their bodies are made
out of soul.149 He is not talking about their constitution when he says we have soul-ish
bodies. Rather the word psychikon has always a negative connotation in the New
Testament. It means the natural bodies that we possess – the bodies that are animated by
the human soul. It is just the natural body. It is talking about its orientation, not its
constitution. The orientation of the present body is to ordinary human nature. Similarly,
the word pneuma means “spirit.” When Paul says the resurrection body will be a spiritual
body, he doesn’t mean a body made out of spirit, any more than by soma psychikon he
means a body made out of soul. A body made out of spirit would be a contradiction in
terms because a body is spatially extended in different dimensions. A spirit is not
extended – that is what a spirit is! So a spiritual body in the sense of constitution – a body
made out of spirit – is just a contradiction. Rather, when Paul speaks of a spiritual body, it
is a contrast to the natural body – it is the body under the domination and orientation of
the Holy Spirit. It is a body freed from the effects of sin and death and decay and
mortality. It is now a spiritual body in that sense. This would be the same sense as when
we say something like “The Bible is a spiritual book.” We don’t mean it is an invisible,
intangible, immaterial book. We mean it is a book that has spiritual aspects to it. Or we
say, “Bryant Wright is a spiritual man.” We don’t mean he is an intangible, invisible,
immaterial man; we mean he is oriented toward the things of the spirit. The decisive
proof that this is the correct understanding of soma pneumatikon is that in chapter 2 of 1
Corinthians, he talks about the anthropos pneumatikos – the spiritual man – and he
contrasts that with the anthropos psychikos – or the natural man. Obviously, the spiritual
man doesn’t mean an invisible, intangible man, and the natural man doesn’t mean a man
made out of soul. He is talking about the difference in their orientation. So this attempt to
drive a wedge between Paul and the Gospels on this notion, I think, is just disastrous. It is
a fundamental misinterpretation of the terms. Paul believed in the resurrection of the
body, and this body will be a supernatural, immortal, glorious, powerful body freed from
the effects of sin that dominate the soma psychikon. So the body is going to be rescued in
Paul’s view, not from its materiality, but from its fallenness and sinfulness and mortality.
Notice also, in confirmation of this point, that Paul, and indeed the entire New Testament,
draws a very strong distinction between an appearance of Jesus and a vision of Jesus.
Now I do not mean – don’t misunderstand me – I do not mean a difference in vocabulary.
I am not talking about a linguistic distinction between a resurrection appearance and a
vision. I am talking about a conceptual distinction between the two. The resurrection
appearances ceased soon after the crucifixion of Jesus. Paul says that the appearance to
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him was the last of all. It was the last resurrection appearance there was, and even it was
out of time – it was some three years later than the appearances to the disciples. But
visions of Jesus continued in the church. Paul talks about the visions that he had. The
book of Revelation is a book about a vision of Jesus on the throne in heaven. So visions
of Jesus continued in the early church, but the resurrection appearances ceased soon after
the crucifixion.
What is the difference between a resurrection appearance of Jesus and a vision of
Jesus?150 When you read the New Testament, the answer is very clear. Only a resurrection
appearance involved a physical, bodily appearance of the object that was perceived. A
vision of Jesus was something that was not in the external world. It was just, as it were, in
your mind. A contrast here would be between the resurrection appearance of Jesus to
Paul, which had physical accompaniments in the external world – the light, the voice –
and some of these were experienced by Paul’s traveling companions. Contrast that with
Stephen’s vision of Jesus in Acts 7, where, as he is being stoned to death, he sees the
heavens open and he sees the Son of Man at the right hand of God. Nobody else saw
anything. He was not seeing a resurrection appearance of Jesus – he was seeing a vision
of Jesus. So the difference between a resurrection appearance and a vision is that the
appearances were in the external world, involving physical, tangible objects, whereas the
visions were something that were purely in the mind. What this Objective Vision Theory
has done is confused a vision with an appearance, I think. What they are describing are
really visions of Jesus, not resurrection appearances. The fact that the New Testament
makes a clear distinction between these two becomes impossible to understand on the
Objective Vision Theory. If the original appearances were objective visions, then this
distinction that the New Testament draws between the two becomes incomprehensible.
So I think that the attempt to drive a wedge between Paul and the Gospels on this score is
really quite hopeless. Paul’s doctrine of the spiritual body is the doctrine of a spiritually
dominated, powerful, physical resurrection body, and the distinction between an
appearance of Jesus and a vision of Jesus is best understood by saying that while visions
were purely in the mind in the subjective realm, appearances of Jesus were in the threedimensional, spatial, external world.
Moreover, when you go over to the Gospels, the Gospels give very good reason for
believing that these resurrection appearances were physical, bodily appearances. The
Gospels are unanimous in portraying the resurrection appearances of Jesus as physical,
bodily appearances. This would be astonishing if, in fact, none of the original
appearances was a physical, bodily appearance. This would be an unbelievable corruption
of the oral tradition in so short a time, to say that an original series of objective visions
were corrupted in the presence of the eyewitnesses during their lifetime to a unanimous
testimony of physical resurrection appearance stories. So the unanimity of the Gospels
gives us very good reasons for thinking that the resurrection appearances were in fact
physical bodily appearances.
Sometimes the skeptics will say that the resurrection appearance stories in the Gospels
were motivated by an anti-Docetic apologetic on the part of the evangelists. Docetism
was an early heresy that held that Jesus did not really become incarnate physically – he
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merely had the appearance of a human body. It comes from the Greek word dokeo which
means “to appear.” So there wasn’t really a physical incarnation; it was all just an
appearance of an incarnation. This is driven by a sort of Gnostic view that the material
world is evil, and therefore God cannot be associated with the material world. It was just
all a phantasm, an appearance. The claim is that the physical resurrection appearance
stories are an anti-Docetic apologetic.
What are the problems with this?
(1) This is implausible because the resurrection appearance stories are earlier than
Docetism. Docetism is a heresy that arrives sometime later in the first century, whereas
these Gospel appearance stories go right back to the earliest materials in the New
Testament.151 Therefore, they can’t be a response to Docetism – Docetism is actually a
response to the physical stories of Jesus of Nazareth.
(2) Moreover, think about it – if there really were originally just objective visions of
Jesus, then there would be no reason to oppose Docetism. Docetism wouldn’t be a threat
to them! Docetism would be right! There were just objective visions, so there wouldn’t be
any reason to materialize these into physical appearances. You would just stick with the
visionary stories.
(3) Moreover, thirdly, having resurrection appearances that are bodily and physical is
really quite irrelevant to Docetism. Docetism denied the incarnation; it didn’t hold that
Jesus was physical up until the resurrection and then there were somehow these
phantasms of his appearances. Sometimes Gnostics would say that the Spirit of God left
Jesus at the crucifixion and then the physical body of Jesus was raised from the dead. But
it is just irrelevant to Docetism because Docetists didn’t deny the physicality of the
appearances; what they denied was the incarnation all together.
(4) Finally, the last point against this being an anti-Docetic apologetic is that the stories
lack the rigor of an anti-Docetic apologetic. The physicality of the stories is just a natural
presupposition of the stories. Jesus comes to them, and he appears to them. Even in the
story of Thomas, where Jesus invites Thomas to put forth his hand and probe his wounds,
Thomas doesn’t actually do so. He just falls on his feet and says, “My Lord and My
God!” If this were an anti-Docetic apologetic, you would have to do more than Jesus just
showing them his wounds – right? – because that can just be an appearance, too. If this
were an anti-Docetic apologetic, you would have the disciples physically handling Jesus
and accepting his invitation. Instead, it is just a natural presupposition of the stories that
Jesus is appearing physically and bodily. So the stories don’t really have the rigor that
would be required if this were motivated by an apologetic against Docetism.
So I think that in the Gospels as well as in Paul, we have good grounds for affirming
physical, bodily resurrection appearances, and that goes to belie the Objective Vision
Theory.152
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 18
Historicity of the Resurrection: The Burial of Jesus
In our lesson today we want to continue looking at the resurrection of Jesus. We have
been looking at various hypotheses that have been offered down through history in order
to explain the resurrection. We have offered critiques of the Conspiracy Theory, the
Apparent Death Theory, the Mythology Theory, the Subjective Vision Theory, and the
Objective Vision Theory.

Interpretation Theory
The Interpretation Theory, you will remember, is the view that something dramatic
happened to the first disciples. The transformation in their lives and the birth of the
Christian church requires some sort of dramatic event that brought about this change.
But! We don’t know what it was, and the disciples were unable to articulate exactly what
it was. So for want of a better term, they latched onto the Jewish concept of resurrection
from the dead, and they said, “God raised Jesus from the dead.” That was their way of
expressing this incredible experience that they had that led them to continue to believe in
Christ. So the resurrection shouldn’t really be taken literally; it was just a sort of
metaphorical way of speaking about this dramatic experience they had had.
N. T. Wright, in his massive study of the resurrection entitled The Resurrection of the Son
of God, has done a very good job of criticizing this theory. Wright points out, first of all,
that the idea of saying that a man is risen from the dead as an articulation of some sort of
ongoing experience or belief in him is utterly un-Jewish. Far from being Jewish, this is a
totally non-Jewish thing to do. Wright says,
Nobody was expecting this kind of thing; no kind of conversion-experience would
have generated such ideas; nobody would have invented it, no matter how guilty
(or how forgiven) they felt, no matter how many hours they pored over the
scriptures. To suggest otherwise is to stop doing history and to enter into a fantasy
world of our own.153
In Judaism, resurrection meant the raising up of the dead man’s corpse in the grave to
new life and immortality. That is what the word meant. You would not latch upon that to
express some sort of forgiveness of sin or feeling of redemption or something of that sort
in Judaism.
The second point that Wright makes is that there were other categories available in
Jewish thought that could express properly such an idea. So there wouldn’t be any need
to use this misleading term of “resurrection.” Wright says,
Judaism had plenty of categories for talking about divine forgiveness, but that
declaring one’s recently executed leader to be Messiah . . . or that he had in any
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sense been raised from the dead, was not one of them.154
There were other categories available that would have properly expressed their
experience, and they didn’t use that. What they could have said was, “God has exalted
Jesus to heaven,” for example; that would have been one thing to say rather than that he
was raised from the dead – that God has glorified Jesus or something of that sort.
Someone might say, “Maybe that is what they originally said, and they used resurrection
language to express that!” Here is Wright’s response to that suggestion – he says, “the
idea that there was originally no difference for the earliest Christians between
resurrection and exaltation/ascension is a twentieth-century fiction.”155 Then, interacting
with Bultmann, he says,
what [Bultmann] means is that there was no early belief in ‘resurrection’ at all,
since . . . the word ‘resurrection’ . . . 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 . . . that at some point . . . someone . . . 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 . . . and that . . . other
people who knew . . . that resurrection meant bodies [nevertheless acquiesced in
this usage].156
So the evidence simply doesn’t support the Interpretation Theory.157 The disciples would
have been completely un-Jewish to adopt language of resurrection from the dead to
express their experience, and there were other categories of Jewish thought and
vocabulary that could have been used to express their experience, and resurrection –
which had reference solely to the raising up of the dead body in the tomb to new life –
was not one of them.

DISCUSSION
Question: I thought the Pharisees believed in resurrection of the dead because Paul
created that argument among them with the Sadducees, who didn’t believe in
resurrection; but the Pharisees did.158 So wasn’t that part of Jewish thought?
Answer: That’s right. Resurrection in Jewish thought was what theologians call an
eschatological event. Remember, we talked about this earlier when we talked about the
Conspiracy Theory. It was the general resurrection of the dead, or of the righteous dead,
at the end of the world on judgment day. It was never the resurrection of an isolated
individual apart from the general resurrection and in advance of it. So they would not use
the concept “resurrection from the dead” to express their feeling of divine forgiveness or
that Jesus is vindicated or something of that sort because resurrection meant this literal,
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physical resurrection of the bones to immortality and glory that would take place on the
judgment day.
Question: I had a question that goes back to something you said about the attempt to
drive a wedge between Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 15 and the Gospel accounts. The
argument is made that Paul is talking about a non-bodily, non-physical resurrection but
some sort of spiritual resurrection because he says flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God and so forth. And on the other hand, the Gospels are talking about
apparently a physical resurrection. How do you integrate into your view what Paul says
in the account in Acts 9 (where Paul sees or hears the resurrected Christ, and it is not
clear that he is talking about a bodily or physical encounter)?
Answer: This is the story of his conversion on the Damascus road. I think that Paul
recognized his experience was unusual. It was “out of time,” so to speak, as he says in 1
Corinthians 15 – it was separated by about three years from the other appearances; it was
a post-ascension encounter. And yet Paul can classify this as a genuine resurrection
appearance and not merely a vision of the Lord precisely because it had extra-mental
accompaniments in the external world. There was the light and the voice which, in the
Acts account, was in some measure experienced by Paul’s traveling companions, even
though they didn’t experience it as an encounter with Jesus. But they did either hear the
voice, or they saw the light. So Paul can, with good conscience, say, “I saw Jesus, our
Lord,” and it wasn’t just a vision. It had these extra-mental features to it that made it an
appearance.
Question: My biggest question about the Interpretation Theory would be if they are
offering that the resurrection did not happen but something amazing happened and this is
the closest thing to an analogy that they could come up with, that they would have to
provide some sort of specific example of what could have happened and then show how
that would be more probabilistic than what the eyewitnesses were actually saying.
Answer: I agree with you. When you read John Shelby Spong, who holds to this view, he
is excellent on how there must have been something extraordinary, something totally
different from anything they’d experienced before, that transformed the lives of the
disciples.159 And you just keep wondering, “Why doesn’t he put 2 and 2 together and get
4 and say it was the resurrection? That was his “incredible something”! Instead, these
scholars just have to sort of cast about and don’t really know what it is that produced this
transformation in the disciples. But they are very good, actually, at emphasizing how
dramatic, how extraordinary and unusual this must have been. So I think their point really
plays right into the case for the reality of the resurrection. The resurrection best fits that
experience. If they have nothing else to offer, other than just, “Peter experienced an
overwhelming sense of forgiveness” (that’s what Spong says – that Peter came to sense
that his guilt that he was laboring under was forgiven), well, as N. T. Wright says, that
doesn’t lead to the proclamation, “God raised him from the dead!” That is a total non
sequitur. They have got to do better than this, I agree with you.
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Historicity of the Resurrection
Now we come to the view that I skipped over in order to consider these other views, and
that is the Literal View – that the best explanation is the one that the disciples gave that
God raised Jesus from the dead.
I think there are two avenues to a knowledge of the resurrection. The Easter hymn writer
says, “You ask me how I know he lives? He lives within my heart!”160 I think that is a
perfectly valid answer on a personal level. Through a living encounter with the risen Lord
himself, anyone can know that Jesus is risen from the dead and alive today. Even the
most uneducated person, who doesn’t have the library resources or the leisure time to
conduct a historical investigation of the evidence for the resurrection, can know, and
know with confidence, that Jesus is risen because he has an existential encounter with the
living Lord today. So on a personal level I think this is a perfectly valid, and, in fact, I
would say primary way, quite honestly, in which people come to know that Jesus is risen.
On the other hand, because the resurrection is purportedly an event of history that
occurred in ordinary space and time during the first century in what is today modern day
Israel, it is open to historical investigation. Therefore, we can also ask, how credible is
this hypothesis as a historical explanation of what happened? Here you might be
surprised to learn that the majority of New Testament historians today who have
investigated the subject of what happened to Jesus of Nazareth after his crucifixion are
agreed on the basic facts which undergird an inference to the resurrection of Jesus. I
discovered this during my doctoral studies at the University of Munich, working on the
historicity of Jesus’ resurrection, and it was only slowly that this incredible realization
began to dawn upon me. It wasn’t just evangelical scholars or conservative scholars who
believed in things like these postmortem appearances of Jesus or the fact of his empty
tomb but this actually represented the wide majority of mainstream New Testament
criticism today. So the historical grounds upon which the inference to Jesus’ resurrection
is based are very widely acknowledged.
It seemed to me as I did my research that these facts could be summarized under four
main headings, and that is what I want to begin to review today. Let me just say one other
thing. In constructing a historical case for Jesus’ resurrection, there will be two major
steps, or two parts, in constructing such a case. First will be to assemble what are the data
to be explained. What are the empirical facts – the historical facts – that cry out for
explanation? As I say, fortunately there is wide agreement on what those facts are. It is
not unanimous; of course, it is not unanimous! I wouldn’t want to suggest that. But, as I
say, the wide majority do agree upon the facts. The second step of the case would be:
what is the best explanation of those facts?161 This is a two step sort of case. And what we
want to first look at are those four facts on which the majority of scholars are agreed
today.

Fact #1: The Burial of Jesus
The first fact, fact #1, is that after his crucifixion, Jesus was buried in a tomb by a
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member of the Jewish Sanhedrin named Joseph of Arimathea. We not only know how
Jesus was buried, but we even have the name of the person and the identity of the person
responsible for his interment.162 This is enormously significant, when you think about it,
because what it means is that, contrary to radical biblical critics – for example, John
Dominic Crossan of the Jesus Seminar, who you will often see interviewed around Easter
time – contrary to these radical critics, this means that the burial site of Jesus was known
in Jerusalem to both Jew and Christian alike. If he was buried by a member of the Jewish
Sanhedrin, the court that condemned Jesus, then the location of his tomb was not known
just to Christians but to Jews as well. This is enormously important because a movement
founded on belief in the resurrection of Jesus could never have flourished in Jerusalem in
the face of a tomb containing his corpse! So the burial of Jesus and its historicity is
extremely important toward establishing the resurrection.
New Testament scholars are convinced of the fact of Jesus’ entombment by Joseph of
Arimathea on the basis of evidence such as the following four points.
1. Jesus’ burial is attested in the very old tradition that is handed on by Paul in chapter
15 of his first letter to the church in Corinth, Greece. In 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 Paul says
this:
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.
Paul not only uses here the typical rabbinical terms “received” and “delivered,” which
were used for the handing on of oral tradition, with regard to this information, but verses
3 to 5 in this four-line formula are a highly stylized form of writing that is filled with
non-Pauline characteristics. So Paul is not writing freely in his own hand here, he is
quoting some kind of previous tradition that he says he himself received and then in turn
passed on to his converts in Corinth. This has convinced all scholars today that Paul is,
just as he said, quoting from an old tradition that he himself received after becoming a
Christian on the Damascus road. This tradition probably goes back to at least, if not
before, Paul’s fact finding visit to Jerusalem in AD 36. In AD 36, you will remember, he
went back to Jerusalem, according to Galatians 1:18, and he spent two weeks with Peter
and James, the very two people that are mentioned here in the formula, interestingly
enough. When you remember that Jesus was crucified in AD 30 and Paul went back to
Jerusalem on this fact-finding trip in AD 36, that means that this tradition goes back to
within the first five years after Jesus’ crucifixion and possibly very, very early after the
crucifixion. So even though his letter to the Corinthian church was written in AD 55 and
his visit to Corinth when he gave them this formula was some years earlier than that,
nevertheless, the tradition itself reaches back to within the first five years after the
crucifixion. This is enormously important because it means we are not talking here about
some writing that accrued decades and decades after the event. We are talking about
something that goes back to within the first few years. Given such a short time span, as
well as Paul’s personal contact with the people named, it is idle to talk about legend in a
case like this. You are dealing here with history that has been mediated to Paul and by
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Paul.163
2. The burial story is also part of very old source material used by Mark in writing his
Gospel. When you read the Gospels, you will find that the Gospels tend to consist of brief
snapshots, or anecdotes, of Jesus’ life which are loosely strung together and not always
chronologically arranged. They have been compared to pearls on a necklace, which might
be differently strung together. But when you get to the so-called Passion Story, or Passion
Week (that is, the last week of Jesus’ life in Jerusalem), then you do have one smooth,
continuously running narrative. This suggests that the Passion Story was a unit which was
a whole that Mark used as one of the sources of information in writing his Gospel. Now
most scholars already think that Mark is the earliest of the four Gospels, written
sometime before the Jewish war in AD 66 that resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem.
Since the Passion Story is one of Mark’s sources, that means that this Passion Story is, of
course, even older and goes back very early in the Jerusalem church. When you look at
the four [Gospel] narratives, what you discover is that their accounts of Jesus’ passion do
not diverge from one another until after the burial account. They have different
appearances narrated, but right up to the burial and empty tomb account, they are
unanimous in what they relate. This suggests that the burial account was, indeed, part of
the pre-Markan Passion Story. Thus, we have independent attestation of the burial from
two of the oldest sources in the New Testament: the pre-Pauline tradition quoted in 1
Corinthians 15 and the pre-Markan Passion Story used by Mark in writing his Gospel.
This is one of the most important criteria of historicity that historians use. When you have
early, independent attestation of the same event, then you are likely on historical bedrock.
3. As a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish court that condemned Jesus to death, Joseph
of Arimathea is unlikely to be a Christian invention. There was a very strong resentment
in the early church toward the Jewish leadership for their instigating the crucifixion of
Jesus. In Christian eyes, they were guilty of a judicial murder of Jesus. This was a
kangaroo court that had run Jesus to death at the hands of the Romans. Look, for
example, at 1 Thessalonians 2:15 to see the way Paul inveighs against the Jewish
leadership for the crucifixion of Jesus.164 Indeed in the book of Acts the Jewish leadership
is blamed for the crucifixion. They will sometimes say in the sermons in the book of
Acts, “You crucified him” – blaming the Jewish leadership, not even mentioning the
Romans.165 It is therefore highly improbable that Christians would invent a member of
the court that condemned Jesus, all of whom, Mark says, voted for his death, who honors
Jesus by giving him an honorable burial in his own tomb instead of allowing him to be
dispatched by the Romans like a common criminal in a graveyard reserved for criminals.
So the burial by Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin, is thought by
most scholars to be highly probable.
4. Lastly, no competing burial story exists. We have no other indication of how Jesus was
buried.166 If the burial by Joseph were fictitious, then you would expect to find some
trace of what really happened to the body of Jesus or, at least, competing legends. When
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you look at ancient tales in mythology, you will often find competing myths or legends
about how the hero died or what happened to him. But all of the sources, something like
five of them actually, are all consistent on Jesus’ honorable interment by Joseph of
Arimathea, and that unanimity is a strong indication that we are on historical bedrock
here.
So, for these and several other reasons, the majority of New Testament critics do believe
that Jesus of Nazareth was buried in a tomb by a man named Joseph of Arimathea, a
member of the Jewish Sanhedrin. According to the late John A. T. Robinson of
Cambridge University, the burial of Jesus in the tomb is “one of the earliest and bestattested facts about Jesus.”167

DISCUSSION
Question: Does anybody know why Joseph of Arimathea offered the tomb?
Answer: This is disputed. This is an interesting question. In the later Gospels, we have
independent attestation that Joseph was secretly a sympathizer of Jesus. John even says
he was a disciple of Jesus but secretly for fear of the Jews.168 So there is some evidence
that he was at least sympathetic to Jesus. Even in Mark’s Gospel, he says that Joseph was
“a righteous man who was seeking for the kingdom of God.”169 That is the same kind of
language that is used to describe the message proclaimed by Jesus – “the kingdom of God
is at hand.” So it is not inconsistent with Mark that this man could have been a
sympathizer of Jesus. In Luke’s Gospel, he actually says that Joseph wasn’t present at the
vote and did not vote for his condemnation.170 I am speaking here as a historian, not as a
theologian who believes in biblical inerrancy. I am saying that is possible.
Others have said that perhaps Joseph was merely a delegate of the Sanhedrin to make
sure the body was dispatched properly. It was very important in Judaism that bodies be
buried on the same day of execution. So they were very solicitous about taking care of
the bodies and making sure they are buried. But what makes me skeptical about that is,
then why doesn’t it say that Joseph took care of the other two who were crucified with
Jesus? It seems that they were content to let the Romans get rid of them in a common
criminals’ graveyard. But Joseph singles out Jesus for very selective treatment, and he
buries him in a tomb that doesn’t sound like one reserved for criminals. As I said, the
other day, this is one of the most expensive tombs that were available in the first century
– the rolling disc-shaped stone for a door – only nobility or the very rich could afford a
tomb like this, like Herod’s family.
Followup: Doesn’t it say it was his tomb? It was a tomb he had bought?
Answer: It says it was his family tomb in some of the Gospels.171 It was his own tomb,
but no one had ever been laid in it yet, so he wouldn’t be contaminating any of his family
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members by placing the body of a criminal in it.172 This evinces a very special concern
and care for Jesus of Nazareth that, I think, makes it very credible that, in fact, Joseph
was a secret believer or sympathizer with Jesus, just as the later Gospels claim. In John’s
Gospel, he says that many of the Pharisees believed in Jesus but secretly for fear of the
Jews.173 I think it is not at all impossible or implausible that Joseph could have been such
a person.
That is a real good question that is debated by scholars – the motivation. But what is
agreed upon is that he is the man who did it, which I think is extraordinary! Can you
imagine? We actually know the name and the identity of the person who buried Jesus of
Nazareth! I am just beside myself, when I think about this, it is so amazing!
Followup: (off mic comment: What’s interesting is, 2000 years later, the validity that it
gives us.)
Answer: Yeah, exactly! It gives us tremendous validity and credibility as Christians.174
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 19
Historicity of the Resurrection: The Empty Tomb
Let’s go to our lesson, which is on the resurrection of Jesus. It is such a delight to be
talking about this topic at this season of the year, as we approach Easter. Last time we
looked at the evidence for the burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea in a tomb.

Fact #2: The Empty Tomb
Today we want to come to the subject of the empty tomb of Jesus. That is my second fact
that has been agreed to by the majority of New Testament scholars: On the Sunday
following his crucifixion, Jesus’ tomb was found empty by a group of his women
followers. When we come to the empty tomb story, we are immediately confronted with
the difficulty that these accounts of the empty tomb in the various Gospels are not
harmonious – they are inconsistent with each other. That has caused some persons to be
worried about their historicity. For example, Bart Ehrman says that the accounts we have
of Jesus’ resurrection – and he is thinking here primarily of the empty tomb narratives –
are hopelessly contradictory in their details. He says it is an interesting exercise to make a
list of the similarities and differences. He says the accounts don’t agree about who went
to visit Jesus’ tomb on the third day, what they saw once they got there, what they were
told when they arrived at the tomb, what they did as a result of being told to do
something – all of these things are different in the Gospels in ways that are very difficult
to reconcile. So you have the problem that the empty tomb narratives have various
inconsistencies in the details.
However, what needs to be understood is, as Ehrman puts it, these are in the secondary
details. These sorts of discrepancies are to be found among any collection of independent
historical accounts of some event. The core of the narrative, however, is identical across
the accounts, even if they differ in their secondary details. This is quite common in
ancient history. For example, the ancient historians Livy and Polybius give two
irreconcilable accounts of Hannibal’s crossing the Alps to attack Rome during the Punic
Wars, but nobody doubts that Hannibal did mount such a campaign trying to use
elephants to attack Rome during the war. So even though the accounts that we have are
irreconcilable, the basic fact remains historically attested and acknowledged that, in fact,
Hannibal did attempt to cross the Alps and bring an attack upon Rome.
When you look at the [Gospel] accounts, what you find is that we have very good
grounds for affirming the historical reliability of their core. Ehrman himself admits this.
Let me quote to you from Ehrman’s lectures with the Teaching Company. This is what he
says,
. . . there are a couple of things that we can say for certain about Jesus after his
death. We can say with relative certainty, for example, that he was buried. . . .
. . . the accounts are fairly unanimous in saying (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.
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We also have solid traditions to indicate that women found this tomb empty three
days later. This is attested in all of our gospel sources, early and late, and so it
appears to be a historical datum. And so I think we can say that after Jesus’ death,
with some (probably with some) certainty, that he was buried, possibly by this
fellow Joseph of Arimathea, and that three days later he appeared not to have been
in his tomb.175
That is from Ehrman, one of the most sceptical of the New Testament critics about the
historical Jesus!
Michael Grant is a historian who wrote a book called Jesus, An Historian’s Review of the
Gospels, and this is what he says,
True, the discovery of the empty tomb is differently described by the various
Gospels. But if we apply the same sort of criteria that we would apply to any
other ancient literary sources, then the evidence is firm and plausible enough to
necessitate the conclusion that the tomb was indeed found empty.176
That is a very strong statement by a secular historian that, despite the discrepancies in the
secondary details, the evidence is firm and plausible enough to necessitate the conclusion
that the tomb was in fact found empty.177
Indeed, all four of the Gospels agree with the following set of facts:
Jesus of Nazareth was crucified in Jerusalem by Roman authority during the
Passover Feast, having been arrested and convicted on charges of blasphemy by
the Jewish Sanhedrin and then slandered before the governor Pilate on charges of
treason. He died within several hours and was buried Friday afternoon by Joseph
of Arimathea in a tomb, which was shut with a stone. Certain women followers of
Jesus, including Mary Magdalene – she is always named – having observed his
interment, visited his tomb early on Sunday morning, only to find it empty.
Thereafter, Jesus appeared alive from the dead to the disciples, including Peter –
again, who is always named – who then became proclaimers of the message of his
resurrection.
All four Gospels attest to those facts. You can add many, many more details if you will
include facts attested in three out of the four Gospels.
So even though there are discrepancies between the empty tomb narratives, these are not
significant enough to lead even sceptical scholars to think that the fact as I have stated it
– namely, on the Sunday following the crucifixion, Jesus’ tomb was found empty by a
group of his women followers – is not historically well-attested. On the contrary, they
think it is historically well-attested.
Let me go into the reasons that have led scholars to this conclusion. Remember, Michael
Grant says when you assess these narratives by the standard criteria that historians use,
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then it is plausible and firm enough that this tomb had to have been empty. Let me
mention some of the factors that lead to this conclusion. Five points:
1. The empty tomb story is also part of the old Passion source used by Mark. Remember
last week we talked about the pre-Markan Passion Story that Mark used in writing his
Gospel and how it goes back to the earliest days of the Jerusalem church. The Passion
source that Mark used did not end with defeat and death. It did not end with the burial
story – rather, it ended with the empty tomb story. It is after the empty tomb story that the
Gospels then begin to diverge again in telling different appearances of Jesus that are
appended to the empty tomb account. But grammatically speaking, we really have just
one story – namely, the burial and empty tomb. These are grammatically and
linguistically tied together and represent the close of the pre-Markan Passion source. So
this empty tomb account is not some sort of late-accruing legend that came to pass
decades after Jesus was dead and gone. No, this goes back to the very earliest sources in
the Jerusalem church.
2. The old tradition that is quoted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5178 implies the fact of
the empty tomb. Remember we said that in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 Paul is not writing freely
in his own hand. He is quoting an old tradition that scholars date to within the first five
years after Jesus’ crucifixion. The second and third lines are “that Christ was buried and
he was raised on the third day.” For any first century Jew to say of a dead man that he
was buried and he was raised would imply that a vacant grave was left behind. A first
century Jew could not have thought otherwise. The resurrection meant the physical
raising up of the corpse.
Moreover, notice that peculiar expression “on the third day.” Since nobody actually saw
Jesus get up and walk out of the tomb, so far as we know, why did the early church date
the resurrection on the third day? Why not on the seventh day, God’s perfect number? Or
the tenth day? Why the third day? I think that the answer is that it was on the third day
after his crucifixion, according to Jewish reckoning, that the women found the tomb
empty.179 So naturally the resurrection itself came to be dated on that day.
Moreover, the four-line tradition which is quoted by Paul here in 1 Corinthians 15,
summarizes both the Passion Story on the one hand in the Gospels and the early apostolic
preaching in the book of Acts on the other hand. Look at Acts 13:28-31 for an example.
This represents the early apostolic preaching of the Gospel. In verse 28, it says, “Though
they could charge him with nothing deserving death, yet they asked Pilate to have him
killed.” That is line 1: “Christ died for our sins.” Verse 29: “And when they had fulfilled
all that was written of him, they took him down from the tree, and laid him in a tomb.”
That’s line 2: “and he was buried.” Verse 30: “But God raised him from the dead.” That is
line 3 of Paul’s formula: “and he was raised on the third day.” Verse 31: “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.” That is line 4 of Paul’s formula: “and he appeared to Cephas,
then to the Twelve.” So Paul presents in 1 Corinthians 15:11 this four-line formula as a
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summary of the apostolic preaching. Here we have independently in the book of Acts
confirmation of that. This is like an outline of the apostolic preaching that Paul gives
here.
When you turn over to the Gospel of Mark, the earliest of the four Gospels, what
corresponds to these four lines that Paul gives here? Look at the Gospel of Mark, chapters
15 and 16. In chapter 15 from verses 33 to 41 you have the death of Jesus. That’s the first
line. Then from verse 42 to the end of the chapter, verse 47, you have the burial in the
tomb. That is the second line of the formula. Then chapter 16 verses 1 through 6 you have
the story of the empty tomb. That’s the third line, “and he was raised.” Then the fourth
line, “and he appeared” – that is foreshadowed in the words of the angel in verse 7, “tell
his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him, as he
told you.” So the appearances, then, are foreshadowed. What corresponds to the third line
of Paul’s formula, “and he was raised on the third day in accordance with scriptures,” is
the story of the empty tomb. The verb “and he was raised” correlates to the words of the
angel “he is risen” in the empty tomb account.
1 Corinthians 15:3-5

Acts 13:28-31

Mark 15:37-16:7

Christ died . . .

Though they could charge
him with nothing deserving
death, yet they asked Pilate
to have him killed.

And Jesus uttered a loud cry
and breathed his last.

he was buried . . .

they took him down from the
tree and laid him in a tomb

And he [Joseph] bought a linen
shroud, and taking him down,
wrapped him in the linen shroud
and laid him in a tomb.

he was raised . . .

But God raised him from the
dead . . .

“He has risen, he is not here;
see the place where they laid
him.”

he appeared . . .

. . . 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.

“But go, tell his disciples and
Peter that he is going before you
to Galilee; there you will see
him.”

Again, we have significant, very early evidence for the empty tomb that is found in this
pre-Pauline formula, which states that he was buried and he was raised on the third day.
That correlates to both the apostolic preaching and the story of Jesus’ passion and
resurrection in the Gospels.
3. Mark’s story of the discovery of the empty tomb is remarkably simple, and it lacks any
signs of legendary embellishment. You don’t have in the Markan account the sort of
theological and apologetical motifs that would characterize a later legendary account. It is
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lacking any sort of theological or apologetical reflection. The best way to appreciate this
is to simply read the Markan account in contrast to the accounts of the resurrection found
in the later apocryphal gospels. These were forgeries from the second century and later.
For example, in the so-called Gospel of Peter, which is a forgery from the second half of
the second century after Christ, the tomb is surrounded by a Roman guard – and it is
explicitly identified as Roman! No doubt here now, this is a Roman guard according to
the Gospel of Peter. Moreover, the guard is not set on Saturday; it is set on Friday – that
ensures that no one could have had any hanky-panky going on Friday night before the
tomb was guarded on Saturday as Matthew records.180 That apologetical gap has been
closed now by the Gospel of Peter. The guard is set immediately, and it is a Roman guard.
Moreover, the tomb is surrounded by all of the chief priests and the Pharisees, who are
watching the tomb, and there is a huge crowd from the surrounding countryside who have
all come to watch to tomb. So you have all the official witnesses there, not unqualified
women. You have the Jewish leadership watching the tomb.
Now what happens? In the night, a voice rings out from heaven, and the stone over the
door of the tomb rolls back by itself. Then two men descend from heaven and go into the
tomb. And then a moment later three men come out of the tomb. The heads of the two
men reach up to the clouds, but the head of the third man, who is apparently sitting on the
shoulders of the other two – he is being supported by the other two, as they bring him out
– his head overpasses the clouds! Then a cross comes out of the tomb, and a voice from
heaven asks, “Hast thou preached to them that sleep?” and the cross answers, “Yea.” See,
these are how real legends look! They are filled with all sorts of apologetical and
theological motifs that are starkly absent from the Markan account, which is just
remarkable in its simplicity. It is a bare-boned account that suggests this is not the
product of legend.
4. The fact that women’s testimony was regarded as less reliable than men’s testimony in
first century Jewish society counts in favor of the fact that it was women who discovered
the empty tomb. The first century Jewish historian Josephus says that the testimony of
women was regarded so lightly that it couldn’t even be admitted to a Jewish court of law.
He says, do not admit the testimony of women because of the brashness and levity of
their sex.181 In other words, females are brash airheads, and therefore do not admit their
testimony into a court of law! Think of that. Any later legendary account of the empty
tomb would surely have made male disciples, like Peter and John, discover the empty
tomb. The fact that it is women, whose testimony was regarded as worthless, that are the
chief witnesses to the fact of the empty tomb is best explained by the fact that, like it or
not, they were the discoverers of the empty tomb, and the Gospel writers recorded what,
for them, was a rather awkward and embarrassing fact.
5.Finally, the earliest Jewish allegation that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body shows
that the body was in fact missing from the tomb. This is found in Matthew 28:15, where
Matthew recounts the story of the guard at the tomb and how the Jewish leadership says
to tell people, “his disciples came by night and stole him away while we slept.” Matthew
says, “This story has been spread among Jews until this day.” What was the earliest
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Jewish response to the disciples’ proclamation, “he is risen from the dead?” Did they
point to the corpse in the tomb in the hillside? Did they say, “These men are full of new
wine!”? No, they said, “His disciples came and stole away his body.” Now think about
that. “The disciples came and stole away his body.” The earliest Jewish response to the
proclamation of the resurrection in Jerusalem was itself an attempt to explain why the
body was missing! We have got evidence here for the historicity of the empty tomb that is
absolutely top drawer because it comes, not from the Christians but from the enemies of
the early Christian movement that Matthew was concerned to refute.
For these and many other reasons the majority of New Testament historians concur that,
in fact, Jesus’ tomb was probably found empty on the Sunday morning following his
crucifixion by a group of his women followers. According to Jacob Kremer, who was an
Austrian specialist (he died this last year), “By far most exegetes hold firmly to the
reliability of the biblical statements concerning the empty tomb.” 182 183
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 20
Historicity of the Resurrection:
The Postmortem Appearances of Jesus
In the last couple lessons we surveyed some of the evidence in favor of the historicity of
Jesus’ burial by Joseph of Arimathea and then the discovery of his empty tomb on the
first day of the week by a group of his women followers, including Mary Magdalene. We
pointed out that on the basis of this evidence, the vast majority of New Testament
historians hold to the historicity of those facts.

Fact #3: The Postmortem Appearances of Jesus
Let’s move to the third fact which is part of the data base concerning the resurrection that
cries out for explanation, and that is this: On multiple occasions and under various
circumstances, different individuals and groups of people experienced appearances of
Jesus alive from the dead. This is a fact which is virtually universally acknowledged
among New Testament scholars today. I had thought that perhaps John Dominic Crossan
denies this fact, but in personal conversations with him he assured me that no, not at all,
he certainly thinks that there were these apparitions that the original disciples
experienced. So, frankly, I cannot even name a New Testament critic, no matter how
radical, who denies that the original disciples of Jesus experienced these appearances of
Jesus alive after his death. Let me mention three grounds that undergird this unanimity
among New Testament scholars.
1. The most important would be the list of eyewitnesses to the resurrection appearances
that is quoted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:5-7.184 This material, as we explained a couple
of weeks ago, is so early – going back to within five years after Jesus’ crucifixion – that it
cannot be written off as some sort of late-accruing legend. Moreover, Paul personally
knew these people. He had conferred with Peter and James, the two mentioned in the list.
He knew the Twelve. He apparently knew of many of the five hundred brethren who had
seen the appearance of Christ because he was aware that some of them had died in the
interim by the time he wrote to the Corinthians around AD 55 (though most of them, he
assures us, were still alive). So these appearances included appearances to Peter (or
Cephas – his Aramaic name is given here in the formula that Paul quotes), the Twelve,
which undoubtedly refers to that original group of disciples selected by Jesus, the five
hundred brethren, and then James, who is Jesus’ younger brother. Simply on the basis of
the earliness of this list and the personal contact of the author with the people involved,
this list alone shows that the earliest disciples had these apparitions of Jesus alive after
his death.
2. The appearance traditions in the Gospels provide multiple, independent attestation of
these appearances. This is one of the most important tests of historicity that historians
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use. If you can show that an event or saying is multiply and independently attested, then
that greatly increases the probability of its historicity because it is unlikely that two
independent sources would have simply made up the same event. In this case, these
appearances are independently and multiply attested. For example, the appearance to
Peter is independently attested in the Gospel of Luke, where Luke in the context of the
Emmaus story also reports a very early tradition, “The Lord has risen indeed, and has
appeared to Simon!”185 So even though we have no story of the appearance to Peter, we
do have it mentioned in this extremely early tradition in 1 Corinthians 15 quoted by Paul
and then in another old, independent tradition that is quoted in the Gospel of Luke. And,
of course, we have Paul’s personally vouchsafing this tradition because of his personal
acquaintance with Peter, whom he visited in Jerusalem three years after the appearance to
him on the Damascus road.186
What about the appearance to the Twelve? This is the best-attested resurrection
appearance of Jesus. It is not only here in the old formula quoted by Paul, but we have
independent accounts of this story, or this event, in the Gospels of Luke187 and John188.
Here we have three independent accounts of this same appearance to the Twelve.
In addition to that, we have independent witnesses to Galilean appearances to the
disciples in the Gospel of Mark189, Matthew190 and also in John191. So in Mark, Matthew,
and John, we have independent witnesses, or testimony, to Galilean appearances of Jesus.
Finally, we have independent traditions of appearances to the women in the Gospels of
Matthew192 and John193. Matthew and John are independent of each other, and yet both
report appearances to the women in the context of the empty tomb.
So these appearances are multiply and independently attested and span a great breadth of
sources in the New Testament documents.
3. Certain appearances have earmarks of historicity. Certain particular appearances
especially commend themselves historically. For example, the appearance to James, I
think, is really striking in this regard. We have no story of this appearance anywhere else
in the New Testament, interestingly enough. This is the only reference to this appearance
to James. And yet, I think, we have very good grounds for thinking that this occurred. We
have good evidence from the Gospels that neither James, nor, indeed, any of Jesus’
brothers, were believers in Jesus during his lifetime. They did not think that he was the
Messiah or a prophet or indeed anybody special.194 I think there are very good grounds
for thinking these reports of the unbelief of Jesus’ own family members are very credible.
There is no reason that the early church would generate fictitious stories about the
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unbelief of Jesus’ own family if they had been faithful followers of Jesus all along. I
think it is very credible that these rather embarrassing reports that Jesus’ own family
didn’t believe in him are historically credible narratives. But by the same token, it is
indisputable that James and Jesus’ other younger brothers did become active Christian
believers following Jesus’ death. They appear with the disciples in the upper room,195
Paul refers to the brothers of Jesus in 1 Corinthians 9:5, where he says, “Don’t we have
the right to be accompanied by a believing sister as a wife just like Peter and the other
apostles and the brothers of the Lord?” So they were apparently involved in missionary
preaching.
James becomes an especially important figure in the early church. By the time Paul visits
Jerusalem, James was counted as an apostle, one of the three pillars of the Jerusalem
church, and he eventually rises to the position of the sole leadership of the church in
Jerusalem and the head of the Jerusalem council. According to the first century historian
Josephus, James was martyred for his faith in Christ in the AD 60s. We don’t have this
story in the New Testament, but we have it in Josephus.196 There was a lapse in the civil
government in the AD 60s in Jerusalem, and the Sanhedrin seized that lapse in the civil
government as an opportunity to illegally stone James, the head of the Jerusalem church,
to death. Now think of this. Most of us have brothers. What would it take to convince you
that your brother was the Lord, so that you would be ready to be stoned to death for your
faith in your brother’s Lordship?197 Can there be any doubt that the reason for this
amazing transformation in James is, as Paul says, “then he appeared to James”? Jesus had
apparently singled out James for a special resurrection appearance that transformed the
life of his younger brother and propelled him into Christian service and Christian
leadership.
So even a critic like Gerd Lüdemann, who is the leading German New Testament sceptic
concerning Jesus’ resurrection, admits (these are his own words), “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.”198 The only question really is: how will you
explain these appearances? Can you explain them psychologically as hallucinatory
experiences or religious visions? But that is a subsequent question that we will come to
later. In terms of the historicity of these events, there is really no dispute among New
Testament historians today that following Jesus’ death, various individuals and groups of
people experienced appearances of Jesus alive from the dead.

DISCUSSION
Question: Should we be a bit suspect about Josephus and his reporting?
Answer: I don’t know of anybody who is sceptical about Josephus’ report concerning
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James. The passage in Josephus concerning Jesus himself seems to have suffered some
later Christian interpolations, where Josephus says, “He was the Messiah” and says, “He
is risen from the dead.” It seems unlikely that an unbelieving Roman collaborator like
Josephus would say those things. But most scholars do think there was a Jesus passage in
Josephus and that when you strip out those Christianized elements you do have a genuine
testimony to Jesus in Josephus. In fact, one of the reasons is because later, when he talks
about James, he says that James is the brother of the so-called Christ, Jesus. It is on the
basis of the authenticity of that reference that people think that there was a Jesus passage
in Josephus because he refers back to it. But I am not aware of anyone who calls into
question Josephus’ testimony to what happened to James, who was a rather prominent
figure in Jerusalem.
Question: How would you answer somebody who has an issue with this sort of evidential
approach, such as Presuppositionalists?199 What if somebody is just obtuse and says,
“We’ll find a naturalistic explanation for this.”
Answer: At this point, we are not looking at how you best explain these facts. That is
important to understand. This is a two-step argument. What we are doing here is just
looking at the inductive data base. What happened to Jesus of Nazareth? So far, there is
nothing about these events that we are claiming is supernatural in any way. The fact that a
tomb is discovered empty – there is nothing supernatural about that. The fact that people
had these experiences – there is nothing necessarily supernatural about that either. We
will get to the question of how these are best to be explained later on. But I don’t see how
anyone can object to the historian asking these kinds of questions anymore than a Civil
War historian who asks what happened to the body of Abraham Lincoln. There was
actually a plot to steal Lincoln’s body out of the grave in Springfield. Any American
historian who is working on that era will want to know, was the plot successful? Was the
body missing? Was the plot foiled? Those are questions any historian can ask and ought
to be interested in.
Question: How would you respond to the comment that, yes, the resurrection was attested
by independent and multiple sources but what about the fact that maybe there was a Q
source200 and these subsequent sources were simply reiterating what was already stated in
one source and just interpreting it or carrying it on.
Answer: When I say that these sources are independent, I don’t simply mean that we have
Mark over here and we have Matthew over here. Clearly, that kind of independence isn’t
enough because, as you point out, it may well be that when Matthew and Luke wrote
their Gospels, they drew upon Mark and drew upon another source, like Q, for sayings of
Jesus.201 So you cannot simply count noses here and say, “This is independently attested
because it is mentioned in Matthew, Mark, and Luke.” But that is not what I did. What I
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am talking about here are the sources behind Matthew and Luke and John and Mark. I
don’t appeal to simply mentions in different Gospels but rather when the Gospel writers
are drawing upon different sources for what they relate. For example, just to give one
illustration. Matthew clearly has another source for the empty tomb narrative than Mark.
Why? Because Matthew has this whole elaborate story of the guard at the tomb which is
not found in Mark. So Matthew is clearly supplementing whatever material he drew from
Mark with this other tradition that he has about a guard being posted at the tomb. Luke
and John also have this additional element of not only a women’s visit to the tomb, but
the visit of two disciples, who are named as Peter and then the Beloved Disciple in John.
Again, this is independent of Mark because Mark ends with the women fleeing from the
tomb and has nothing about a visit from these male disciples. Clearly, Luke isn’t getting
this from Mark. Given the independence of John and Luke’s sources, they are not
working with a common source either. So this, again, would show independent sources
for the empty tomb behind Mark, Luke, and John. That is the kind of work that I am
reporting here. We are dealing with genuinely independent sources and not just saying
that these are merely mentioned in different Gospels.
Question: (inaudible – asks to have the second and third points repeated)
Answer: The second and third points? Yes, for those that are taking notes – the second
point was that the appearance traditions in the Gospels provide multiple, independent
attestation of these appearances. So we have them in Paul’s tradition, but then we have
multiple, independent mention of these in the Gospels. The third point was certain
appearances have earmarks of historicity. They have a special credibility. Here I use the
example of James. Given what the Gospels report about the unbelief of James and Jesus’
brothers and then what we know about James after the resurrection, there has to be some
sufficient cause for this remarkable transformation in James. The death of Jesus wouldn’t
do it! If you think about that – if James didn’t believe during Jesus’ lifetime that Jesus
was the Messiah – Jesus’ crucifixion would only confirm that disbelief because Messiah
was supposed to establish the throne of David in Jerusalem, not be humiliatingly
executed as a criminal. While that might rend James’ heart to see his brother crucified, it
would only confirm his belief that his brother was a deluded fanatic who thought he was
something that he wasn’t and as a result he has been killed. So the death of Jesus isn’t
going to explain sufficiently this amazing transformation in James. But this fact reported
by Paul – “then he appeared to James” – if James did have such an experience, that would
explain this transformation. So some of these appearances have special credibility.
Another would be the story in John 21 of the disciples’ fishing and Jesus’ appearing to
them while fishing. This is also very credible in view of the fact that the disciples appear
to have returned to their old way of life rather than being involved in the task of world
mission. That makes this appearance look especially credible.
Question: Why do you think that James was actually a biological brother of Jesus? What
evidence do we have that he had any biological brothers, as opposed to cousins or
something being called “brothers.”
Answer: There isn’t any ground for thinking that the word adelphos (or adelphe for his
sisters) means anything other than the fact that Jesus had brothers and sisters.202 Those
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are the words. If I said to someone I am going to be introducing here to the Defenders
class Drew’s brother and his sisters, the natural sense would be these are your family
members, not your cousins. It is the same in Greek. While you could force – if you had
other independent reasons – an interpretation that would say these were not his blood
brothers and sisters, in the absence of any reason to think so you’d take them at face
value. This is the way they were regarded, and this would be natural for a Jewish couple
to have a large family. The Gospels report he had brothers and sisters and gives their
names, at least of his brothers.
Question: Maybe a little off topic, but do you see any parallel between when the critics of
Christianity talk about the hiddenness of God and the absence of the body? Why
wouldn’t Christ just hang around and prove to each of us and why didn’t God just write
flashing neon lights, “I am God.” They are both the same.
Answer: That is an interesting question. I have found among the unbelieving, free thought
community the frequent objection made, “Why didn’t Jesus appear to Caiaphas and the
Sanhedrin and Pontius Pilate and all of the people?” Indeed, this objection, if pressed to
its logical conclusion, would be, “Why didn’t Jesus appear to everyone, everywhere, in
human history rather than just to this select group?” I think the reason for that is, when
you read the New Testament, the purpose of the appearances was not to convince people
that Jesus was risen from the dead. Indeed, if that were the purpose, it would lead to this
sort of logical extrapolation that he’d have to appear to everybody in every generation
everywhere in the world. Rather the purpose of the appearances was for commissioning
the disciples for the task of world mission. That was why he appeared simply to this
select group. It is because he is commissioning them to take the message now out to all
the world. There is simply no reason to think that the task of world evangelization would
have been better achieved by having an appearance to Pontius Pilate or Caiaphas. I think
these folks have misunderstood the purpose of the appearances. I do think the
appearances do serve as evidence for the resurrection, but that wasn’t their purpose. Their
purpose was to commission the disciples for world mission.
Followup: I agree with everything that you said. I think the reason for the hiddenness of
God is the same reason why Christ is not with us yet now.
Answer: I do think it is related to the hiddenness of God in that, on my view at least, God
knows what evidence, if given, would be sufficient to convince people to come to know
him and find salvation. Beyond that, it becomes mere showmanship or coercion, and God
is not into that. He is simply under no obligation to give appearances to Pontius Pilate
and Caiaphas when he knew that wouldn’t do any good – it wouldn’t lead them to come
to Christ or become faithful followers. So he is under no obligation to engage in that sort
of showmanship.
Question: Two quick thoughts. One, over in Mark 6:3, the people who were questioning
Jesus’ authority say, “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and
Joses and Judas and Simon? And are not his sisters here with us?” They were against him
because, to these people who were observing Jesus, he was just one of this family. He
was not an authority from God; he was just a human being. The way this was written
there was no question as to whether they were actually brothers and sisters. My other
question – this is probably getting on the wrong direction – but we are talking about
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people being convinced of Jesus with evidence. How does that tie in with the thing that
drives me crazy about the (inaudible) says “no one comes to Jesus unless God sends
them.” So all the convincing that he is doing is not going to work no matter what unless
God says, “OK, now you are convinced.”
Answer: What he says is, “No one comes to me unless the Father who sent me draws
him” (John 6:44). I take that to be the same thing that Paul is teaching when he says that
the natural man doesn’t receive the things of the Spirit of God because they are folly to
him. This requires spiritual discernment, and therefore apart from the work of the Holy
Spirit, no one would come to believe in Christ.203 So merely providing miracles isn’t
going to produce genuine saving faith. But the Holy Spirit can work through the evidence
of miracles to draw people to Christ. We shouldn’t think that the evidence and the Holy
Spirit are working in opposition to each other. I see them working as hand and glove; the
Holy Spirit will use the evidence and the arguments to draw people to himself.
Question: In terms of a basic interpretation of this passage, why do you think there are
two references to the disciples? It mentions, first of all, “the Twelve” in verse 5 and later
on in verse 7 it mentions “all the apostles.”
Answer: That is a good question. I did not say anything about this vaguely characterized
group “all of the apostles.” Who is this? As you say, it is unlikely that this is just the
Twelve over again because Paul is not here narrating events; he is narrating witnesses. So
it would be redundant to mention the Twelve again, even if there were multiple
appearances to the Twelve. That is not what he is doing. He is mentioning witnesses here,
not events. So who could this group of apostles be? The word “apostle” means “a sent
one.” It is, in a sense, a missionary. I suspect that this refers to members of this group of
people that is mentioned in Acts 1, when it comes time to replace Judas as one of the
members of the original Twelve. They say, “Let’s select someone who has been with
Jesus from the beginning, who will now be a witness to his resurrection with us.”204
There was apparently, in addition to the tight circle of the Twelve, a somewhat broader
circle of faithful disciples who had followed Jesus from the beginning, who had been
with him during his ministry, from whom, then, someone could be drawn to be a member
of this elite group of the Twelve. This broader group of apostle missionaries is, I think,
probably what is referred to here. This would be the sort of appearance that you would
have, for example, at the ascension in Acts 1 where all of Jesus’ followers, not just the
Twelve, are there and see this final appearance of Jesus. This is probably a vaguely
characterized group of apostle missionaries and not simply a redundant reference to the
Twelve. That was a good question.
Question: I use to think that the Immaculate Conception means the Immaculate
Conception of Jesus through Mary and the Holy Spirit. Then I came to understand that
what that means to the Roman Catholic Church is that Mary, herself, was conceived from
the Holy Spirit.
Answer: Well, not that she was conceived from the Holy Spirit; she was conceived
without sin. She didn’t inherit original sin from her parents.
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Followup: OK. So am I correct in believing that what that means is that they do not
believe that she and Joseph had sex and that, therefore, when it refers to the brothers and
sisters of Jesus it is really referring to cousins; Jesus had no biological brothers and
sisters?
Answer: It is correct that that is what they believe, but it is not because of the Immaculate
Conception. The Immaculate Conception of Mary simply meant she is born without
original sin. But that is not inconsistent with her enjoying normal sexual relations with
Joseph after Jesus’ birth. The reason they don’t believe that Jesus had biological brothers
and sisters is because of the doctrine of the Perpetual Virginity of Mary. The Catholic
Church believes that Mary never had sexual relations with Joseph. It is the doctrine of the
Perpetual Virginity of Mary – she is always a virgin. She is never someone who has
known sexual relations, not even with her husband. So poor, old Joseph here kind of
suffers the consequences of the perpetual virginity of Mary – maybe that is why he
passed off the scene early, as a kind of mercy upon him!205 [laughter] But that is where
that comes from. They are two separate doctrines. That is what leads to the conclusion
that, although these references refer clearly to Jesus’ brothers and sisters, they will say no,
no, these are cousins of Jesus or in the Greek Orthodox church they will sometimes say
these are children of Joseph from a previous marriage, even though we have no evidence
that Joseph was married before he married Mary.
Question: Even though Scripture says with the euphemism that “Joseph didn’t know his
wife ‘until’ she bore Christ”206, this to me (along with the other verses of naming the
names) makes the perpetual virginity totally unsupportable.
Answer: We are getting a little bit off the topic here. But, when the Protestant says, “It
says in the Scripture that Joseph knew not Mary until she had given birth to her first born
son,” the Roman Catholic theologian will say “‘until’ doesn’t mean that thereafter she did
have sexual relations.” For example, you might say, “I was faithful to my wife until
death.” That doesn’t mean that after death I then was unfaithful. It just meant that up to
that point. I agree with you: I think that is a forced interpretation. Yes, “until” can be used
in that way, but why think that, unless you have got this prior theological commitment to
the perpetual virginity of Mary? That commitment is clearly not rooted in Scripture; it is
rooted in church tradition. But, of course, you see, the Catholic Church recognizes
tradition as having equal authority with Scripture. “”Equal reverence and piety” are to be
given to the tradition of the Catholic Church as to Holy Scripture. That is one of the
watchwords of the Protestant Reformation – sola Scriptura, namely, it is Scripture and
Scripture alone that is the authoritative rule for faith and practice. So this is just a
fundamental difference between Protestants and Catholics with regard to what the rule of
faith is. We would hold that the rule of faith is Scripture alone. Therefore, we don’t have
this prior commitment to Mariological doctrines that would lead us to deny what seems to
be the plain teaching and sense of the New Testament text.
Next time we will look at the fourth fact which undergirds the inference to the
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resurrection of Jesus, namely, the transformation in the lives of the earliest disciples.207
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 21
Historicity of the Resurrection:
The Disciples’ Belief in the Resurrection
Let’s return to the subject of the resurrection of Jesus. What we are doing now is going
through a detailed apology for the resurrection of Jesus, for the literal view.

Fact #4: The Disciples’ Belief in the Resurrection
You will remember I said that there are two steps in constructing such a defense of the
resurrection. First is: explain what are the facts to be explained. Then step two is: what is
the best explanation of those facts? In terms of the facts to be explained, we come today
to the fourth of the four main facts undergirding the inference to the resurrection, and this
is that the original disciples came to believe that Jesus was risen from the dead despite
having every predisposition to the contrary.
Think of the situation that these original disciples faced following Jesus’ crucifixion:
(1) Their leader was dead. Jewish Messianic expectations had no idea of a dying, much
less rising, Messiah. The prominent concept of the Messiah in first century Judaism was
that of a royal, Davidic king – a warrior king who would throw off Israel’s enemies. And
in first century, that meant Rome! He would throw off the yoke of Rome and reestablish a
Jewish kingdom – the throne of David centered in Jerusalem –, and the Jewish and
Gentile people alike would be submitted to him and under his reign. The idea that
Messiah, instead of establishing the throne of David and the kingdom of God in
Jerusalem, would be humiliatingly defeated by his enemies and executed as a common
criminal was just a contradiction in terms. The crucifixion of Jesus was a disaster for the
disciples, not simply because their beloved master was gone, but because it exposed any
Messianic pretensions that he might have had as being utterly vacuous and unfounded.
(2) It gets worse: according to Jewish law, Jesus’ execution as a criminal exposed him as
a heretic, a man who was literally under the curse of God. In the Old Testament, in
Deuteronomy 21:23, it says that God’s curse is upon anyone who is executed by hanging
on a tree.208 The Jews applied this to crucifixion as well because the person was hung, as
it were, on the wood of the cross. Therefore, he fell under this malediction of
Deuteronomy 21:23. So the crucifixion, in a sense, showed that the chief priests had been
right all along; that for three years these disciples had been following a heretic, a man
who was literally accursed by God.
(3) Jewish beliefs about the afterlife precluded anyone’s rising to glory and immortality
before the general resurrection at the end of the world. In Jewish thought, the
resurrection to glory and immortality was always a general resurrection of all the
righteous dead which would take place at the end of the world on Judgment Day. There is
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absolutely nothing in Jewish literature that speaks of a resurrection of someone as an
isolated individual apart from the general resurrection and of the resurrection of an
individual within history rather than at the end of the world.209 Certainly, in Judaism,
what we might call revivifications of the dead were known. For example, Elijah raised
people back to life.210 In Jesus’ own ministry, he is said to have raised Jairus’ daughter
from the dead back to life.211 Or the widow of Nain’s son was brought back to life.212
And, of course Lazarus, Mary and Martha’s brother, was brought back to life by Jesus.213
But these were not, properly speaking, resurrections of the dead because this was not a
resurrection to glory and immortality, to eternal life. This was just a revivification – a
return to the mortal life. The person is still a mortal human being who will succumb
eventually to disease and old age, who is still sinful, hasn’t been delivered from the
ravages and curse of sin. Therefore this isn’t, properly speaking, a resurrection of the
dead. It is just a revivification of the dead. The idea that someone could be literally raised
from the dead to glory and immortality within history, apart from the general resurrection
of the dead, was just completely unknown in Judaism.
Confronted with Jesus’ crucifixion, at best what the disciples could have done was to
simply preserve their master’s tomb as a shrine where his bones could reside until the
resurrection at the end of the world. For Jews, it was the preservation of the bones that
was important. The bones were the principal object of the eventual resurrection of the
dead. That is why they would carefully collect the bones of the dead after the flesh had
decomposed and put them in ossuaries and then set them in tombs until the resurrection at
the end of the age. So the best the disciples could have done with the remains of Jesus
was simply to preserve his tomb as a shrine where his bones could rest until that day
when they and all of the righteous dead of Israel would be reunited with him in the
Kingdom of God. But they wouldn’t come up with the un-Jewish and outlandish idea that
he was already risen from the dead.
However, despite every predisposition to the contrary, it is an incontrovertible fact that
the original disciples did suddenly and sincerely come to believe that God had raised
Jesus from the dead. That requires some sort of an explanation. How do you explain the
origin of the disciples’ belief in this very un-Jewish and outlandish idea? Luke Johnson,
who is a very prominent New Testament scholar at Emory University, has said, “Some
sort of powerful, transformative experience is required to generate the sort of movement
earliest Christianity was.”214 You have got to have some sort of powerful, transformative
event in the lives of these people to generate the movement, to explain what happened. N.
T. Wright, who wrote an 800 page book on this very subject, concludes, “That is why, as
an historian, I cannot explain the rise of early Christianity unless Jesus rose again, leaving
an empty tomb behind him.”215
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DISCUSSION
Question: If the disciples could not proof-text the Messiahship of Jesus from the Old
Testament . . . right? I assume they weren’t going to do that?
Answer: Obviously, they could look in the Old Testament to see what it said about
Messiah – to see if something like this would be expected. Is that what you mean?
Followup: Yeah, if the Old Testament is not clear enough for the disciples, before Jesus’
death, to proof-text his death and resurrection from it, then how did they argue he is the
Messiah after? Why would they do that?
Answer: I think you are making an excellent point. When you look at the Messianic
prophecies in the Old Testament, they give virtually no clue that Messiah isn’t going to be
this triumphant warrior king that was expected. This is what was supposed to happen. His
government was supposed to be without end, and he was supposed to rule in Jerusalem.
So scholars are generally agreed that you can’t explain the origin of the disciples’ belief
in Jesus’ resurrection by saying they went back to the Old Testament and found these
proof texts that would lead them to think that he is risen from the dead.216 Those proof
texts just aren’t there. It is only in retrospect, after they’ve come to believe that he is risen
from the dead, that they can go back to the Old Testament and find these proof texts, like
Psalm 16:10: “thou wilt not allow thy holy one to seek corruption,”217 which Peter
interprets in light of Jesus’ resurrection.218 Or the prophecies about Jonah in the whale for
three days and three nights, or Hosea 6:2, where it says that after two days the Lord will
restore us; on the third day, he will raise us up. These can then be read in light of the
resurrection and new meaning put into them. But you would not, from those verses alone,
come to the idea of the resurrection. They could only be seen after you’ve come to
believe that and then read in retrospect. So that is why the old view that the disciples
came to believe in Jesus’ resurrection just by reading the Old Testament is now virtually
universally rejected by New Testament scholars. The materials just aren’t there. They are
too ambiguous.
Followup: I’d ask anyone witnessing to Jews to be careful of this. It is not just so
unbelievably obvious that you can proof-text Jesus.
Answer: I think that is right. I think we need to be quite candid with our Jewish friends
and say apart from the event of Jesus and what happened, you wouldn’t ever think that
these prophesies were talking about these things, especially something like Psalm 16:10 –
it doesn’t seem to have any connection. It is only in retrospect that these things can be
seen in this way. I think we should be candid and honest with our Jewish friends about
this and say it is in light of what the disciples experienced that they could now read the
Scriptures in a new way. That is the point that Luke Timothy Johnson was making. Some
kind of powerful, transformative experience is required here. It is not enough just to say
they looked back in the Old Testament and cooked up the idea of Messiah dying for our
216
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sins and being raised from the dead.
Question: I agree with what you are trying to do to nuance a position. In Acts 17 it says as
was his custom, Paul went in amongst unbelieving Jews in the synagogue and reasoned
from the Scriptures in support of Christ. The people he was speaking to, they wouldn’t
believe in this retrospective reading, so how was this done?
Answer: That is exactly the problem, isn’t it? When Paul would try to argue with them
from the Scriptures, he didn’t convince them all. Some of them would be convinced, but
others would say, “You are a heretic; you are mad!” And then they would kick him out of
the synagogue, and Paul would say “You thrust eternal life from you. All right, I’m going
to the Gentiles.”219 So it is precisely because of the point we were just making that Jews
weren’t always convinced when Paul would argue from the Old Testament Scriptures. It
really is reinforcing the point I am trying to make.
Question: I think if we were to ask a show of hands of everybody in here if they believe
because they researched the Book really carefully and you read all the things that said
Jesus was the Way, or was there an experience in your life that “poof!”, almost a sudden
change within, that basically comes from God that says “OK, I am removing your
blinders and the plugs from your ears and you will now understand who my Son is.” I
doubt if the majority or any of us struggled through this book to say “OK, I have enough
evidence now, I’ll be a Christian.” It doesn’t happen that way.
Answer: That is interesting, what you just said, because in light of what the previous
point was, how does Paul interpret this problem? He says, whenever Jews read the
Scriptures, a veil lies over their minds so that they can’t understand it. He says only when
a person comes to the Lord is the veil removed, and he says this comes from the Spirit of
Christ.220 Yes, it is very interesting to read these passages in light of this.
Question: I have always taken that story about the two people on the way to Emmaus
when Jesus joined them221 and it says, “And he opened up the Scriptures to them” to
mean exactly what you are saying. He told them what all these Scriptures were, and they
turned around and went back to Jerusalem to meet with the disciples and said, “Hey! He’s
around!”
Answer: That’s a perfect example of what I am talking about, where Jesus helps them to
see in the Scriptures what they, themselves, couldn’t see.222 They said, “We had hoped he
was the Messiah, the one to deliver Israel, and now certain women of our company have
amazed us; they went to his tomb, but his body they couldn’t find.” And then Jesus
rebukes them; and it says he opened their hearts to understand the Scriptures, and he
proved to them from the Scriptures that the Christ must suffer these things and rise from
the dead. So it wasn’t something that you would naturally, as a Jew, infer from these
Scriptures. It was only in retrospect that you could look back and interpret these
Scriptures and say, “Oh, now I see it clearly!” So the question is – what is this
transformative experience that Johnson speaks about that would switch the disciples so
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that they could now see these Scriptures in this way? What I will argue is, it is the event
of the resurrection. It is Jesus rising from the dead. That is what enabled them now to
believe that he was risen from the dead and then to read the Old Testament in a new way.
Question: You could get some Old Testament background for the resurrection of Jesus
and the suffering from Isaiah 52 and 53. I think that is some pretty strong text there about
him suffering and being glorified.
Answer: I am sure that these were the passages that the early church would look to. They
would interpret the suffering servant in Isaiah 53 as a Messianic figure. Now prior to
Jesus, that chapter wasn’t read in that way. That wasn’t read as being a Messianic
passage. Even in that passage, I think the resurrection is hinted at, but it is not something
that you would infer unless you were looking for it. It says something like, “He shall
prolong his days;” “He shall see his progeny and be glad.” It kind of hints at it, but you
have got to put yourself back in the position of a first century Jew who has never heard of
Christianity before. You can’t look at this in the rearview mirror of Christian history and
ask yourself, “How would he have read these passages?” He probably would not have
said, “Oh, this is teaching that he is going to be killed and then raised from the dead.”
Question: I think God explains that the blindness is still on the Jews in part, so that
salvation can be extended to us, the Gentiles. I was thinking also it applies for right now,
today; not just an initial message to be taken to the Gentiles. But suppose all of Israel had
become followers; there would still be sin and trouble in the world. When we look back,
we wouldn’t have this clear evidence that it was amazing that they changed their position
because they would have said things would have been changed by time. So having them
not accept him becomes a great basis to see the radical transformation of the disciples.
Answer: N. T. Wright in his book The Resurrection of the Son of God refers to these
changes as “mutations” in Jewish belief about the resurrection. Jews believed in the
resurrection at the end of the world – the general resurrection to glory and immortality of
the righteous dead. But what Wright wants to know is, what produced the mutations in
this Jewish belief that was characteristic of the earliest Christians? – namely, an isolated
individual has been raised from the dead in advance, and they connect it with the Messiah
– which was never done before. So it is these mutations, as it were, of traditional Jewish
beliefs that cry out for some sort of explanation on the part of the historian. Most
scholars, as I say, would agree that it is not convincing to say, “Well, they read the Old
Testament and came to these conclusions.” You have got to have some kind of radical
experience. One of the most powerful statements I’ve ever read of this point is actually
from John Shelby Spong, who is a critic of the resurrection. But Spong is very adamant
that there has to be some kind of radical, deep experience on the part of the disciples.
Something happened to these men to make them believe something so un-Jewish and so
different from what they had been raised in when they were confronted with Jesus’ death.
So this is a point that I think is generally recognized and does call out for some
explanation.223
Question: I agree with what has been said 100%. I would like to just ask the question
about Nicodemus. Did Jesus . . . when he said to Nicodemus “You are a teacher?” it is
223
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like “You ought to know,” when he was explaining to Nicodemus.224 Can you give a little
explanation on that, when he said, “Are you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not
understand these things?” Then it goes on to say “We speak of what we know and bear
witness to what we have seen.”
Answer: Of course, as far as I know, the resurrection wasn’t under discussion between
Jesus and Nicodemus, right? There isn’t any suggestion there that that was the topic.
Followup: Right, this was before the resurrection. But it is out of Jesus’ own mouth –
these people should have known, who were teachers of the Old Testament Scripture.
Answer: Right, but what is it that he says they should have known? I am not sure.
Followup: That’s my question!
Answer: It seems to have something to do with maybe the Son of Man?
Followup: It was about being born again, and he didn’t understand.
Answer: The need for spiritual rebirth.
Followup: Right – so there must be something in the Old Testament Scripture that he
should have known.
Answer: Yeah, I am only talking about two things here. That is, first, that the Messiah
would be humiliatingly executed like a common criminal and defeated and, secondly, that
he would be raised from the dead as an isolated individual in advance of the general
resurrection. Those are the two things that I am saying no one would expect to read off of
the Old Testament.
Followup: But you said something about there was no concept of the Messiah in the Old
Testament.
Answer: No, no, you misunderstood me! What I said was there wasn’t any clear concept
in the Old Testament that Messiah would come and be humiliatingly executed as a
common criminal rather than establishing the throne of David in Jerusalem and throwing
off the enemies of Israel and the Gentiles and the Jews would be in submission to this
great warrior king, who would be like a new David. That was what I was saying you
don’t find in the Old Testament. Of course, there are Messianic prophesies in the Old
Testament, and these Messianic prophesies are prophesies of this great king who would
come – remember in Isaiah 9 where it says the government will be upon his shoulder, and
his reign will be forever, and of the peace and of his kingdom there will be no end? There
was this great Messianic expectation in Judaism. When you read intertestamental
literature, that is to say, Jewish literature in between the close of the Old Testament and
the time of Jesus, you have this same anticipation of this Messianic king. The Psalms of
Solomon, for example; this is a pseudepigraphical book that is not really written by
Solomon and not really part of the Old Testament. It is part of this intertestamental
Jewish literature. The Psalms of Solomon extols the greatness of this Messianic king
when he will come and refers to him as “the Lord” and describes how he will put the
Gentiles in subjection under his feet and all people will come and worship him and he
will teach them like a shepherd. It is quite remarkable when you see these Messianic
224
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prophesies that were not only in the Old Testament but also in this intertestamental
literature. But I am only focusing on those two elements, saying those elements are not
ones that one would naturally infer from reading the Old Testament – namely, the idea
that a Messiah would be shamefully treated and killed like a common criminal and that
he would be raised from the dead in advance of the general resurrection. Those things are
things that could be seen only in retrospect, I think. That is all I am saying.
Question: Is there any commentary other than religious commentary, say, from Josephus
or other authors of the day that would address this issue.
Answer: You know, Josephus certainly does talk about Messianic movements, but he
doesn’t reflect on them in light of the event of Jesus’ coming and death. He does talk a lot
about these Messiahs that would come, and he says they were plentiful. There were lots
of them, he said, who would claim to be the king of Israel, would generate a following,
and then they would all meet the same fate. The Romans would kill them, and the
movements would dissipate.225 So Josephus is helpful in seeing what the normal course
of events were for these failed Messianic pretenders, which is what Jesus would have
been. As N. T. Wright says, in no case across the first century before Jesus or the first
century after Jesus do we have any of the followers of these failed Messianic movements
claiming that their would-be king really was the Messiah after all or that he had been
raised from the dead. He says when your favorite Messiah got himself killed, you
basically had two choices: either you went home or you got yourself a new Messiah! But
what happened in the case of Jesus is unique – it is extraordinary. And that calls out for
some explanation.
What we will do next time, having these four facts in place (the honorable burial of Jesus,
the discovery of his empty tomb, the postmortem appearances to various individuals and
groups, and the origin of the disciples’ belief in his resurrection), is look at what is the
best explanation of those four facts. We will consider what I have called the Resurrection
Hypothesis, which is the original explanation the disciples gave: “God raised him from
the dead.” This will then take us into a discussion of David Hume’s argument against
miracles, Plantinga’s argument from dwindling probabilities, and how we should assess
competing explanations of these four facts in order to find the best explanation.226
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 22
Best Explanation of the Facts of the Resurrection
Best Explanation of the Facts
Let’s go to the lesson, which is on the best explanation for the facts surrounding the fate
of Jesus of Nazareth. You will remember I said that a case for Jesus’ resurrection,
historically, has two elements, or steps, to it. First, establishing the basic facts to be
explained and then, secondly, asking what is the best explanation of those facts.
We saw that, with respect to the facts to be explained, there is, in large measure,
something of a consensus among New Testament scholars today. Namely, (1) Jesus was
buried in a tomb by a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin named Joseph of Arimathea; (2)
that tomb was then found empty on the first day of the week following the crucifixion by
a group of Jesus’ women followers; (3) thereafter various individuals and groups of
people experienced appearances of Jesus alive after his death; finally, (4) the original
disciples suddenly and sincerely came to believe that God had raised Jesus from the dead
despite having every predisposition to the contrary.
The question is – what is the best explanation of those facts? The disciples gave one – we
can call it R for the Resurrection Hypothesis – and that is that God raised Jesus from the
dead. The question is: is that the best explanation of what happened? It is very interesting
when you look at the work of skeptics about Jesus’ resurrection. Their reservations with
the Resurrection Hypothesis are not historical reservations – they are philosophical
reservations. This explanation is rejected not on its historical merits or demerits but rather
because of philosophical objections to it.
For example, Bart Ehrman, whom we have discussed before, agrees with all four of those
facts that I mentioned, but he says the historian cannot adopt the Resurrection Hypothesis
as the best explanation. He says that even if the resurrection actually happened – he is not
saying the resurrection did not occur; maybe the resurrection really did happen –
nevertheless he would say the historian cannot infer that that is the best explanation of the
facts. Why not? Well, his reason is philosophical. He says a miracle, by definition, is the
most improbable thing that could happen and therefore no amount of historical evidence
could ever go to establish a miraculous explanation like “God raised Jesus from the
dead.” In fact, he says to think that historical evidence could establish this is to utter a
self-contradiction – it is to say that the most improbable event is the most probable. That
is simply contradictory to say the most probable event is the least probable event.
If you know your history of philosophy, you will recognize that this objection by Bart
Ehrman is nothing new. This is the objection that was presented by the Scottish sceptic
David Hume in the 1700s in his essay Of Miracles. Ehrman, unknowingly, simply
presents a kind of warmed over version of David Hume’s argument against the
identification of a miracle. According to Hume, all the evidence of mankind’s experience
has established the laws of nature. The laws of nature are true, including dead men don’t
rise from the dead. He said therefore no amount of testimony to an event which is a
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violation of nature’s laws could ever be the best explanation of the evidence. It will
simply be overwhelmed, or at least counterbalanced, by all of the evidence for the laws of
nature allegedly violated by the miracle. Therefore, you could never be justified in
inferring that the best explanation of the facts is that God raised Jesus from the dead
because that is so extraordinarily improbable.
This Humean objection has entered into popular culture.227 I would bet every one of you
has heard the following claim: “extraordinary events require extraordinary evidence.”
The implication is that the evidence for the resurrection is not strong enough to establish
that hypothesis. This is basically a reprise of David Hume’s objection – extraordinary
events require extraordinary evidence – and therefore you can never have enough
evidence to establish so an extraordinary event as the resurrection of Jesus. This is just a
popular slogan that encapsulates David Hume’s argument.
A somewhat different objection that I want to raise now – we will look at both of them in
a moment but I want to get both of the objections on the table – oddly enough and
perhaps unexpectedly comes from Alvin Plantinga. Alvin Plantinga has not been very
sympathetic to historical apologetics. He prefers that belief in Christian claims like the
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus be rooted in the testimony of the Holy Spirit rather
than in historical evidence. When you read the Scripture, the Holy Spirit bears witness to
you that this is true, so that you can justifiably believe in it. But he is skeptical about the
value of historical apologetics for events like this. Why is this? He says that the historical
apologist faces what he calls the Problem of Dwindling Probabilities. What is that?
Basically, what he is saying is that in order to establish something like the resurrection of
Jesus, you first have to establish a number of other claims, to show that those are
probable. For example, suppose you want to establish that God raised Jesus from the
dead. First, you are going to need to establish that God exists, and that will have a certain
probability – to be generous, let’s say its 90% certain (0.9). But then, in addition, you will
need to establish that Jesus of Nazareth existed. Let’s suppose once again that the
probability that Jesus existed is 0.9. The joint probability of both of those together will be
0.9 × 0.9 or 0.81 – still pretty high. But then you will also need to establish, say, that
Jesus made certain radical claims about himself, to be the Son of God; and maybe you
can show that with 0.9 probability. Then you will need to show things like the historicity
of the empty tomb; and let’s suppose you can show that the tomb was empty with 0.9
probability. Then maybe the resurrection appearances will need to be established; and
suppose you can show that with 0.9 probability. What happens, as you multiply these, the
probability of all of them just gets smaller and smaller and smaller. There is this
dwindling probability. In fact, after just seven steps of 0.9 probability, you are already
going to be less than 50%, which makes it less probable than not that Jesus rose from the
dead. So he thinks that the Problem of Dwindling Probabilities is a major obstacle for the
attempt of certain people, like Richard Swinburne in particular, to establish the
probability of the Resurrection Hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead.
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Question: I always wondered about this. The probability of anything that actually
occurred, if you use prior probabilities and Bayesian logic to try and arrive at the
probability of that occurring, it is almost always zero. The probability of me being here
today is almost zero!
Answer: You are not raising a comprehension question, but you are raising a very good
objection. What you are saying is, we apply this kind of reasoning all the time, and if you
did this, this would rule out ordinary events in history – scientific discoveries. There has
got to be something wrong with the argument! It may not be obvious – I mean a guy like
Plantinga is so brilliant – it is not going to be an evident mistake, but there has got to be a
mistake here because as you say, otherwise, we would be sceptics about so much. That is
surely unreasonable. So I think you are raising a very good point, and I will comment
more on that.228
Question: It seems to me that he is assuming that each belief has to be solely determinant
from the prior belief. Does that make sense? So therefore you can do the math. But that is
not necessarily the case – it could be greater than that one event and strip away five of the
0.9’s.
Answer: Have you studied probability theory?
Followup: No.
Answer: You sound as though you have! Again, you are not raising comprehension
questions, but this is the point that we will see that Tim McGrew at the University of
Western Michigan makes in response to Plantinga – something very much along these
lines. You are thinking critically, which is good.
Question: Ehrman and Hume – are they saying that our experiences have shown us that
the universe is like a closed system under physics or that we have evidence of
supernatural claims being debunked but no scientific evidence of supernatural claims
being confirmed?
Answer: This is a good question. Neither Hume nor Ehrman is saying that the universe is
a closed system and that miracles don’t occur. It is very important to understand that
neither Hume nor Ehrman is arguing against the occurrence of a miracle. Rather, both of
them are arguing against the possibility of the identification of a miracle. If a miracle
occurred, you would never be justified in inferring that a miracle had occurred because it
will always be more probable by the very nature of the case that the event is not
miraculous and there is some natural explanation. So in one sense they would admit that
this might lead you, maybe, to mistakenly miss a miracle. There might be a miracle that
actually occurred but because of the nature of historical studies, you would not be able to
spot it. It is not an argument against the existence or the occurrence of miracles; it is
against the possibility of identifying a miracle and therefore, by implication, against
anyone’s ever believing that God raised Jesus from the dead. Even if God did raise Jesus,
you can never be justified in believing that.
Followup: It sounds like what they are saying is the rarity of an event entails
improbability.
228
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Answer: There does seem to be a problem. I think you are right. It seems they are
working with a kind of frequency model of probability. (inaudible off mic comment) Well,
yes, because Hume says things like that. That is a problem as well.
Question: Why do they multiply the factors together to come up with an overall average?
If you take a coin and flip it, there is a 50% chance it will come up heads, 50% chance it
will come up tails. What is the probability on the next flip? It is exactly the same. So if
you did that fifteen times in a row, it wouldn’t influence the probability of the next flip of
the coin.
Answer: Yes, what you are describing is something called the Gambler’s Fallacy. The
Gambler’s Fallacy is thinking that the next event is affected . . .
Followup: Can we rephrase that word from “Gambler’s Fallacy” to something else? It
makes it sound bad just on the face of it!
Answer: Well, but that is good when you are exposing fallacious reasoning! The
Gambler’s Fallacy says – and this is so easy to fall into, it is almost irresistible – if you
are informed that somebody has already flipped a coin nine times and it has been heads
every time, what’s the probability it is going to be heads ten times in a row? Surely you’d
think it is going to be tails! He’s already had this improbable run of nine in a row, what’s
the probability the next one is going to be heads? Well, as you say, 50%! If it is a fair
coin, it is not affected by what has gone before. But that is not what we are talking about
here! This doesn’t commit the Gambler’s Fallacy because what we are asking here is:
what is the probability of flipping a fair coin two times in a row and getting heads both
times? To get that joint event – two heads in a row – that is going to be 0.5 times 0.5 or
0.25. So you have got a 1/4th chance of flipping heads two times in a row.229 But what
you are correct in saying is if you have already flipped it once and it was heads, that
doesn’t reduce the probability of the next one.
Followup: If you are looking at statistical probabilities, to be correct in what you say, you
have to be looking at future events. He is not looking at future events; he is looking at
past events.
Answer: I don’t see that that is a germane consideration here because he is asking, “What
is the probability of the joint occurrence of this series of events, or pieces of evidence?”
Whether it is past or future I don’t see that that is relevant. I think that what will be more
relevant is what someone earlier said, and that is, what is the evidence base on which you
calculate these? But I will say something more about that later on.
Question: Surely the definition of a miracle, if they agree on the definition of a miracle, is
that it can’t be explained. That is why it’s a miracle.
Answer: That rules out supernatural explanations, right? You wouldn’t want to say that.
Do you want to say that the empty tomb or the postmortem appearances of Jesus can’t be
explained? I don’t think you’d want to say that. You’d want to say they can’t be naturally
explained, but they could be supernaturally explained.
Followup: Right. So if they are agreeing that it can’t be scientifically explained, why are
they trying to scientifically explain it?
229
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Answer: OK. They are not trying to scientifically explain it. People like Ehrman and
Hume want to leave you in agnosticism about the resurrection. He doesn’t offer some
alternative explanation of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, or the origin of
the Christian faith; he simply says that because of the very nature of the case, historical
evidence could never make the most improbable thing the most probable thing.
Therefore, you are left in agnosticism. So that will leave you unable to affirm, at least on
historical grounds, the Resurrection Hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead.
Question: About extraordinary events requiring extraordinary evidence – if an event is
extraordinary, then why are you trying to reduce it to the level of the ordinary?
[off-mic, Dr. Craig loses his contact lens, which someone immediately finds
– a serendipitous event used later to make a point!]
Answer: They are not trying to. The Christian is offering a hypothesis to explain certain
historical facts that is an extraordinary hypothesis – something that is a miracle,
something that has never been observed in the history of the world. So the claim is, in
order to believe something so extraordinary, you would have to have evidence for it that
is equally miraculous. Therefore, you could never believe in the Resurrection Hypothesis.
What I want to show is why that slogan is demonstrably false.
I have a little anecdote to tell you [because of the extraordinary event that just occurred
with my contact lens]. I was in a class at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in my
Masters Program in Philosophy of Religion. It was dead mid-winter in Chicago, it was
freezing cold, and there was a pond outside the classroom window that was frozen over
with ice. (You know how cold it gets in January in Chicago!) It was a David Hume class
and the professor, David Wolfe, was sitting at the front of the class, and he could look out
the window and see the icy pond; but we students sitting further back could not see out to
the pond. All of a sudden, as he was lecturing on Hume, he looked out the window, and
then he looked at us, and he said, “There’s a man coming up from under the ice!” We all
rushed to the window to see, and in fact it was some scuba diver that was repairing
something under the water there. I thought, what an interesting illustration of Hume’s
problem! Here was our professor, whom we trusted, who said there is this extraordinary
event happening that we could not see. Suppose we could not rush to the window –
should we believe him or not? Hume would suggest, no, you shouldn’t believe the
evidence for such an extraordinary event. You should say your professor is lying or
making it up or mistaken or something like that. But you wouldn’t believe this
extraordinary event that there is this man coming up from under the ice unless you had
extraordinary testimony for it. This just illustrated beautifully the whole problem that is
raised by Hume’s argument against miracles.230
Question: It has been a while since I read Hume’s Of Miracles, but it seems I remember
that Hume speaks with forked tongue because he was anticipating criticism of his
philosophy by saying you can apply the same ideas to anything scientific. There are no
guarantees that the same laws will apply as they did in the past. He says even though
there is no guarantee I am going to take the stairs, I’m not going to walk out the third
story window.
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Answer: There is a very famous passage in Hume’s essay where he gives the example, I
think, of the Prince of Siam, who gets reports from travelers whom he sent out that water
can exist in the form of a solid.231 They have journeyed to the far north, and they have
seen ice, and they come back to the man living in the tropics and say, “Water can exist as
a solid!” Now this goes against all the evidence for the laws of nature that this man has
ever seen. Therefore, applying Hume’s principle, the Prince of Siam ought never to
believe these travelers’ eyewitness reports of ice that they’ve seen. Hume admits this – he
says, yes, that is right: he should not believe the evidence of these people because it
contradicts the evidence of natural law that was available to him! That ought to make one
feel a little bit uncomfortable about this argument, in that it is going to rule out, not just
supernatural events, but ordinary natural events. You could never discover anything new
that went against what you thought were the laws of nature.
Comment: As a fan of Sherlock Holmes, I just have to quote that “when you have
eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”
Answer: Yeah, that is a very famous Conan Doyle quote, isn’t it?
Question: The biggest problem I have with Hume’s argument is that it puts too much
responsibility on the historian or the person telling the story. What it means is that as soon
as you begin to talk about an event with which you are not familiar, or the people with
whom you are not familiar, then you no longer trust anybody or you no longer believe
anybody. That seems like the job of the historian is to get past that. In your example of
the guy coming up out of the water – it is an extraordinary event that a scuba diver is
coming out of an icy pond unless you know that there is an ROTC program and they
practice that every single week. To them it is not extraordinary. To say that you lost a
contact lens, and some lady from across the room can see it – well, now we know it’s
possible! If I go out and tell the story of the contact lens, someone out in the hall is not
going to believe me, just because they are not familiar with the situation.
Answer: A number of people have criticized Hume’s approach by saying that the historian
has to be open to the uniqueness of the past. To impose the grid of the present over the
past is not to really be interested in doing genuine history. You have to be open to novelty,
to the unexpected, and to follow the evidence where it may lead, which might lead you to
revise some of your judgments that you previously had. These are all points that have
been raised against Hume.
Question: Can you reverse the probability and say – this is back to my problem with the
Bayesian dwindling probabilities – let’s do it with the probability that it was not true. You
do that oftentimes. Say the probability that it was the resurrection is 1 minus the
probability that the body was stolen. 1 minus the probability of all of the other theories.
Answer: I hear what you are saying. I think perhaps the response there would be that the
sceptic isn’t arguing for an alternative view that these things did not happen. It is really
an agnostic view, remember, that the sceptic is arguing for here. He is saying that you,
Mr. Christian Apologist, cannot bear the burden of proof to make the Resurrection
231
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Hypothesis the best explanation of the evidence.232 So we are left in agnosticism. People
like Ehrman and Hume are quite happy to be left there. In fact, sometimes they will say,
“You can believe in the resurrection by faith if you want to (ha, ha, ha!), but you can’t say
that this is the best explanation or the most probable thing to believe.”
What we will do next time, having laid these objections out, is explain why, in fact,
David Hume’s argument is regarded by contemporary philosophers as, to quote John
Earman of the University of Pittsburgh, an “abject failure”233; that is to say, a
demonstrably fallacious argument. I will also show why I think Plantinga’s Problem of
Dwindling Probabilities is not an insuperable objection either.234
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 23
Objections to the Resurrection Hypothesis
[Due to technical difficulties with the audio recording equipment, the audio
for the Defenders 2 “Doctrine of Christ Lecture 23” session is not available.
The audio here is borrowed from the Defenders 1 class, specifically its
“Doctrine of Christ Lecture 18” session.
Fortunately, we do have a transcript of the actual Defenders 2 “Doctrine of
Christ Lecture 23.” It follows immediately below. After that transcript, we
include the transcript of the audio from the Defenders 1 series which you
may listen to here.]

Transcript of Lecture 23, Defenders series 2, part IV
In our lesson this morning we want to continue our discussion of the case for the
resurrection of Jesus as a literal historical event. You will remember I said there are two
steps in constructing a case for the historicity of the resurrection. First is to establish what
are the facts to be explained and then, second, is to determine what is the best explanation
of those facts. We saw that there were a couple of objections to the Resurrection
Hypothesis as the best explanation of the facts that would cut off the Resurrection
Hypothesis at its knees and, therefore, these need to be dispatched immediately.
The first of these is Hume’s objection against the identification of a miracle. Remember
Hume argued that a miracle, by definition, is an event so improbable that no amount of
historical evidence could ever serve to establish it. Therefore, a miracle is inherently
unprovable. We saw that this sort of reasoning has been repeated in our own day by a
New Testament scholar like Bart Ehrman, who also says that it is a contradiction to say
the resurrection is the most probable thing that happened because that would be to say
that the most improbable is the most probable thing, which is impossible.
The other objection to the Resurrection Hypothesis would be Plantinga’s Problem of
Diminishing Probabilities, where in order to establish the resurrection as the best
explanation you have this sort of cascade of probabilities that get lower and lower and
lower until you may well come to the point that, when you get to the resurrection, it turns
out to be less than 50% probable and, therefore, if you assess it on a historical basis, you
would not come to believe that it is the true explanation.

Hume’s Objection against Identification of a Miracle
Let’s talk about each of these problems now in turn. First, Hume’s argument against
miracles. Probability theorists from the time of Condorcet235 to John Stuart Mill in the
19th century discussed very thoroughly what sort of evidence it would take to establish a
235

Dr. Craig is referring to Marquis de Condorcet (1743-1794) who was a French philosopher,
mathematician, and early political scientist.

163
highly improbable event. What they found was that Hume really didn’t understand
probability theory, which hadn’t been developed, actually, at his time. He wrote his essay
in about 1738,236 so he could hardly be blamed for not understanding the so-called
probability calculus. But contemporary scholars, like Bart Ehrman, have no such excuse.
The probability calculus is now well known, and they should not be taken in by Hume’s
fallacious argument. What theorists came to realize is that holding that extraordinary
events would require extraordinary evidence would rule out many natural events. For
example, take the report on the evening news of the winning pick in the lottery. When
you think about it, that is a report of a highly, highly improbable event. It is just
extraordinarily improbable that that number, of all the numbers that could have been
picked, would be the one that was chosen. So this is an enormously improbable event.
But do we need to have extraordinary evidence in order to believe the evening news
when it says that here was the winning number of the lottery? Obviously not! It is simply
not true that extraordinary events require extraordinary evidence. Otherwise you would
be led to scepticism about many perfectly natural events. What probability theorists saw
is that you also need to consider the probability that the evidence would be just as it is if
the event had not taken place. What is the probability that the evidence would be just as it
is if the event had not taken place? Well, what would be the probability of the evening
news’ reporting just that number, if in fact that number had not been chosen? That would
be very, very low. This could off-balance the improbability of the pick of the number
itself.
Probability Calculus

So in the case of the resurrection of Jesus, for example, what Hume needs to assess is not
simply the intrinsic probability of the resurrection relative to our background information
and the laws of nature; he would also have to consider what would be the probability that
we should have the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the transformation of
the disciples if the resurrection had not occurred. If there were no resurrection of Jesus,
what is the probability that the evidence would be exactly as it is? That seems extremely
remote. So that could balance out any increase in improbability in the resurrection itself.
If Jesus had not risen, then the evidence might be a totally different range of evidence
than what in fact we have.
Let’s put on the board the complete probability calculus and see what factors Hume
neglected:
Pr(R|E&B)
Pr(R|B)
Pr(E|R&B)
------------------------- = ------------------- x ----------------------Pr(not-R|E&B)
Pr(not-R|B)
Pr(E|not-R&B)
What we want to ask ourselves about is the probability of the Resurrection Hypothesis,
which we will abbreviate R, the probability of R given our background information B and
the specific evidence E [i.e., Pr(R|E&B)]. R is the Resurrection Hypothesis, which we
said is “God raised Jesus from the dead.” The background information B is our general
knowledge of the way the world is apart from the specific evidence, and E is the evidence
that we talked about, namely, the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the
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transformation in the disciples. So the probability of R given the background information
B and the specific evidence E. Let’s compare that, then, to the probability of noresurrection given B and E [i.e., Pr(not-R|E&B)].
This is called the Odds Form of the probability calculus, or Bayes’ Theorem, because we
are constructing the odds of a hypothesis being true rather than not:
Pr(R|E&B)
-----------------------Pr(not-R|E&B)
So what are the odds that the Resurrection Hypothesis is true as opposed to false? Well,
this is going to be the product of two factors. First, will be the intrinsic probability of the
resurrection on the background information [i.e., Pr(R|B)] over the probability of noresurrection on the background information [i.e., Pr(not-R|B)]:
Pr(R|B)
-------------------Pr(not-R|B)
This is sometimes called the intrinsic probability of the hypothesis. Given just the
background information – the laws of nature, what we know about the world – apart from
our specific evidence, what is the probability of the resurrection, that God raised Jesus
from the dead? Or, what is the probability that God did not raise Jesus from the dead
relative to the background information of the world? That is the first factor that needs to
be considered.
This will then be multiplied by the second factor, and this is going to be the explanatory
power of the hypothesis:
Pr(E|R&B)
-----------------------Pr(E|not-R&B)
This is going to be the probability of the evidence given the resurrection and the
background information [i.e., Pr(E|R&B)]. How probable is it that if the resurrection
did occur, then we would have the evidence of the empty tomb, the postmortem
appearances, and the transformation of the disciples? I think we would all agree, “Well,
that probability is going to be pretty high!” Given that the resurrection occurred, these
facts are going to be well-explained. This is called often the explanatory power of the
hypothesis – how well does the hypothesis explain the evidence? This will then be
contrasted with the probability of the evidence given no resurrection and the background
information [i.e., Pr(E|not-R&B)]. If the resurrection did not take place, if God did not
raise Jesus from the dead, then what is the probability of the evidence? That is going to
be probably very, very low.
Now what Hume did, basically, focus just on the question: what is the intrinsic
probability of the resurrection on the background information? He said that relative to the
laws of nature, a resurrection is enormously improbable. It is improbable that somebody
would rise from the dead. Therefore, the probability of the resurrection on the
background information and the evidence is very, very low. Well, that just doesn’t follow!
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He neglects these other factors. Even if you take into account the intrinsic probability of
the evidence given the resurrection and the background information, that is still not going
to be enough. What you have got to consider especially is the ratio here of these factors:
Pr(E|R&B)
-----------------------Pr(E|not-R&B)
What is the probability of the evidence if the resurrection had not occurred? Any intrinsic
improbability in the resurrection itself can be offset by this ratio of the explanatory power
of the hypothesis. So Hume’s argument is simply demonstrably fallacious. It is
mathematically fallacious because he doesn’t consider all the factors. He only considers
the intrinsic probability of the resurrection on the background information, but he
neglects the rest of the probability calculus. Therefore, it is simply a fallacious argument.
Now, in addition to that, the other thing that I would want to question is – why think that
the intrinsic probability of the resurrection on the background information is low? Hume
just assumes that the resurrection is highly improbable relative to the background
information. That doesn’t seem to me to be at all obvious. What is improbable relative to
the background information is that Jesus rose naturally from the dead. Yes, that is highly
improbable! The idea that all of the cells in Jesus’ body spontaneously came back to life
again is enormously improbable. Conspiracy theories, hallucination theories, and
apparent death theories would all be more probable than that! So the idea that Jesus just
came back to life and rose naturally from the dead is highly improbable relative to the
background information. But that is not what R is. R is the hypothesis “God raised Jesus
from the dead.” And that isn’t rendered improbable by the fact that Jesus couldn’t rise
naturally from the dead. In fact, this probability is going to be equal to a more
complicated probability. It is going to be – let’s let G represent God’s existence – it is
going to be the product of the probability of God’s existence on the background
information times the probability that God would raise Jesus from the dead.
Pr(G|B) x Pr(R|G&B)
What is the probability of God’s existence on the background information times the
probability that the resurrection would occur if God exists? Well, now, that all depends on
what you include in the background information, doesn’t it? If the background
information includes things like the cosmological argument, the ontological argument,
the teleological argument, the moral argument, and so forth, then the probability of God’s
existence, I think, is very good. So that probability can be very high. What about the
probability that if God exists, he would raise Jesus from the dead? Well, again, if we
include in the background information everything we know about the historical Jesus up
through his crucifixion – things like his radical personal claims, his ministry of miracle
working and exorcisms – I don’t see how anybody can say it is improbable that God
would raise this man from the dead. For this would be a great way of ratifying those
radical personal claims that he had made and that sent him to the cross.
So if Hume is going to say that the Resurrection Hypothesis is very improbable relative
to the background information, he has got to show that either that God’s existence is
highly improbable or that, if God exists, it is highly improbable he would raise Jesus. If
he is going to say the Resurrection Hypothesis is highly improbable relative to the
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background information, then either God’s existence has to be highly improbable or else
it is highly improbable that, if God exists, he would raise Jesus. Hume can’t demonstrate
that; there is absolutely no reason to think those are improbable. Quite the contrary, I
think those are both probable. So I don’t see that there is any great intrinsic improbability
in the resurrection of Jesus.
So it seems to me that Hume’s argument suffers from two faults. To summarize: First, it
is demonstrably fallacious because it doesn’t take into account all the factors in the
probability calculus. To compute the probability of the Resurrection Hypothesis, given
the background information and the evidence, compared to the Non-Resurrection
Hypothesis, you have to consider all of these factors, and he simply doesn’t do it. Second,
Hume just assumes that the resurrection is highly improbable relative to the background
information, and I don’t think there are any good grounds for thinking that.

DISCUSSION
Question: Can you explain the difference between the background information and
evidence?
Answer: When I use “background information,” what I am talking about is what we know
about the world apart from this specific evidence that we are including in E. What I am
including in E is the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the
disciples’ belief of Jesus’ resurrection. So B would include all of natural theology, all the
arguments for God’s existence, and it would include all our knowledge of the historical
Jesus up through the crucifixion.
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: Yeah, that would be taken into account – what is the probability of God on the
background information?
Question: What’s the typical response you get from sceptics for this argument here from
Bayesian probability? I can’t imagine skeptics would say, “Yeah, you are right, I can see
your point.”
Answer: I think, probably with regard to my point about the resurrection’s not being
intrinsically improbable – they would probably deny that God’s existence is probable.
Then you are going to be thrown back to natural theology. This reinforces the point we
made earlier that it is helpful to have your natural theology in place before you come to
Christian evidences. They will probably want to go back to that. With respect to this [Dr.
Craig points to the formula Pr(E|not-R&B) on the board], they may try to
propose alternative theories of not-R that would make the evidence not so improbable. So
not-R here could include things like the Apparent Death Theory, the Conspiracy Theory,
the Hallucination Theory, and the Twin Brother Theory. All of those would be different
versions of not-R. So some will try to defend something like “Jesus had a twin brother,”
and even though that is improbable, it is not as bad as the resurrection itself. So that
would be the kind of moves I think they will make. Then we will simply engage them in
argument.
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Plantinga’s Problem of Diminishing Probabilities
I think we have time to cover Plantinga’s Problem of Diminishing Probabilities, so let me
say something about that. Remember Plantinga said that if you try to argue for the
resurrection historically, the probabilities are going to get smaller and smaller and smaller
as you get more specific, so that you can’t in the end, perhaps, show that the resurrection
is the more probable. Someone in the class remarked, there has got to be something
wrong with this argument because we reason like this in science all the time. This would
undermine modern science if this were correct.
Let me give a very good illustration of this fact. There is an astronomical object by the
name of Cygnus X-1 that many astronomers think is a black hole. In fact, it is widely
regarded as the most probable object to be identified as a black hole. Now the evidence
that would establish the identity of Cygnus X-1 as a black hole can be analyzed in this
same way. First, you have to assume the Copernican Hypothesis. The Copernican
Hypothesis is that the same laws of nature that operate here on Earth operate in distant
galaxies and in outer space. If there were totally different laws, then we could not make
any inference. So you have got to start by assuming some sort of Copernican principle.
Secondly, the General Theory of Relativity needs to be true. In order for black holes like
this to exist, you would have to assume Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity. Thirdly,
you need to think that it is probable that the x-ray eclipse of the companion body of
Cygnus X-1 is caused by Cygnus X-1 itself. There is a kind of x-ray flux in and out that
goes on in its companion body, and you have to say that there must be an invisible object
that is causing this. Fourth, the orbit of this companion object indicates that the object is
three to four times the mass of the sun – it is about three to four solar masses. And this is
an inference based on its orbit – it is the evidence of the orbit that makes you think that
Cygnus X-1 is about three to four times the mass of the sun. Fifth, the flickering x-ray
output of the object gives it a size of about nine-miles in diameter. So you must infer that
this is about the size of the object based on these flickering x-ray outputs. Sixth, no other
object can be this small and yet this massive. For example, a neutron star might be an
alternative to a black hole, but a neutron star cannot be so small and yet so massive. So,
on the basis of these lines of inference, the inference is that Cygnus X-1 is most probably
a black hole.
I think you can see this six step pattern follows exactly the same sort of pattern as the
inference to Jesus’ resurrection if you constructed it that way. You might say, “But then
when you multiply the probabilities together, they get less and less and less until you
conclude Cygnus X-1 is not a black hole,” which would be contrary to what modern
science says!
So what is the problem here in Plantinga’s argument? Where does the fallacy lie? Very
simply this: Plantinga forgets that at each successive step, you add in new evidence. You
are not considering the additional hypotheses relative to the same evidence again. New
evidence is added in at each step so that the probability can actually increase. So, for
example, the evidence for the General Theory of Relativity isn’t the same evidence as the
evidence for the x-ray eclipse that this object produces. That is new evidence. That is
additional evidence. And that doesn’t include the evidence concerning its orbit. That is
new evidence that is added in and indicates that the mass is three to four times that of the
sun. Then you compute the size on the basis of new evidence. So there is new evidence
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that is being added in at every step. Or another way to think about it is the way I think
someone suggested the other day when we talked about this – you can take all of the
evidence and fold it into the original body of evidence and then say, “OK, relative to that
total body of evidence, what is the probability that Cygnus X-1 is a black hole?” And
relative to that total body of evidence, it is very good; it probably is.
Similarly, with respect to the resurrection, you don’t need to unfold the evidence step by
step; you can just take all of the evidence, put it into the original body of evidence, and
say, “OK, what is the probability of the resurrection relative to that body of evidence?”
And it can well be over 50%. So in either case, you don’t encounter the problem of
dwindling probabilities. You can either add in new evidence at each step so the
probabilities don’t dwindle, or you can fold all of the evidence into the original body of
evidence to be explained and simply infer immediately to the best explanation of that
evidence. That conquers the problem of diminishing probabilities, which saves not only
the Resurrection Hypothesis but also the hypothesis that Cygnus X-1 is a black hole.

DISCUSSION
Question: Does Alvin know that you disagree with him on that?
Answer: I don’t know if I have actually said it to him, but what I have shared here is
nothing original. This comes from Tim McGrew, who is a professor of philosophy at the
University of Western Michigan and an expert in probability theory. McGrew wrote,
frankly, just a withering critique of Plantinga’s Problem of Dwindling Probabilities, and I
simply am sharing it with you in a very simplified version.
[A comment that these things occurred in a relationship rather than as
individual pieces. They occurred in relationship with each other and should
be analyzed together as such and not as disparate pieces.]
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: For those that could not hear, he wanted to emphasize that what this shows is
that we can’t divorce the existence of God from evidences for Christianity because how
you assess the Resurrection Hypothesis is going to depend on how probable you think
God’s existence is relative to the background information. That also shows again why
science is so important to Christians and why we can’t be indifferent about science, since
that will be included in the background information when we assess how probable it is
that God exists. I agree entirely, and I think, to repeat, this shows the relationship
between natural theology and Christian evidences. Christian evidences build upon the
foundation established by natural theology, on which we spent literally weeks in this
class, laying a solid foundation for belief in God through the various types of
philosophical arguments for God existence.
Having dispatched those two objections, next time we will consider what is the best
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approach to determining the best explanation for the data.237
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Transcript of Audio of Lecture 18 of Defenders 1, Doctrine of Christ
We have been talking in the last several weeks about the resurrection of Jesus as the
completion of the work of Christ. The work of Christ consists on the one hand of the
cross – his substitutionary atonement – and then also of his resurrection from the dead.
We looked at all of the various ways in history that sceptics have tried to account for the
resurrection and found them deficient.
So we then finally turned to a discussion of the original interpretation of the resurrection,
namely, the literal interpretation. We examined the problems that a literal interpretation of
the resurrection of Jesus faces. The main problem was the problem of miracles. Namely,
is it rational to believe in events which are beyond the power of nature to produce, like a
resurrection from the dead? I argued last time that the old argument that extraordinary
events require extraordinary evidence really doesn’t hold water and that this violates the
probability calculus that probability theorists have developed, and, in fact, there really is
no reason to think that the Resurrection Hypothesis is improbable.
We finally looked last time at the so called Problem of Dwindling Probabilities; that is to
say, as your hypothesis becomes more refined, more specific, it becomes less probable on
that original body of evidence. We saw that this problem is to be overcome by
augmenting the evidence as you make your hypothesis more specific, so that the evidence
that is relevant, say, to the broad hypothesis that God exists, will just be evidence, say,
about the beginning of the universe or the design in the universe or the existence of moral
values. But it won’t include anything about the historical Jesus. But then as you begin to
talk not just about God’s existing but about the Christian God’s existing and about Jesus
and his radical claims and his Resurrection, you pile up more evidence as the hypothesis
becomes specific, and as a result the probabilities do not dwindle. In fact, in the end, the
probability of your Christian hypothesis, given all the evidence, may be actually higher
than the probability of just, say, God’s existence given general information in the world.
But then I closed by saying that in fact I don’t think this is how we ought to do an
apologetic for the resurrection of Jesus. In fact, the probability calculus, interesting as it
is, really isn’t very applicable in this area. That is what I want to talk about today.
Historians, when they test for historical hypotheses, don’t really use the probability
calculus. You won’t find, I think, any history book that you would pick up that would talk
about any secular event in history that would begin to plug in the values to these various
elements in the probability calculus to try to figure out what is the best explanation of the
evidence for the past. Why not? I think part of the reason is – the main reason is – these
probabilities are often inscrutable. That is to say, you just can’t put any kind of numerical
value to them. Therefore, you really can’t use the probability calculus to any sort of
degree of helpfulness in estimating the probability that some event occurred in the past.
In particular, take the Resurrection Hypothesis. I think here we confront an immediate
problem – what is the probability of the Resurrection Hypothesis on the background
information alone? You remember that was one of the elements in the probability calculus
that you would have to assign a value to. Take your background information, represented
by B, which is just our general knowledge apart from any specific evidence concerning
Jesus’ resurrection – just our background information of the world. What is the
probability relative to that background information that God would raise Jesus of
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Nazareth from the dead? Well, I don’t think really we have any way of assigning any
value to that with any confidence. I think we can’t say it is improbable because God is
free to do what he wants; but how can we say that it is probable that he would do that?238
Maybe what would be more probable, given Jewish thinking, would be that God would
wait until the end of history and then raise Jesus from the dead along with everybody
else, and then everybody would see that he is God’s Son and would go into the kingdom
of God and he would be vindicated. How do we know what God would do just given the
background information (no evidence concerning the empty tomb or the appearances)?
So it seems to me that this probability approach using the calculus isn’t really that helpful
in doing an apologetic for the resurrection of Jesus and with that most historians would
agree because historians don’t use this.
So how do historians arrive at the best explanation for things in the past? What criteria do
they use? I think that the model that can be used here is called inference to the best
explanation. By that I am talking about a technical term. Inference to the best explanation
is a kind of reasoning in which you have a certain body of data to be explained – certain
facts to be explained. These, in the case of the resurrection, would include things like the
crucifixion of Jesus, his burial by Joseph of Arimathea, the discovery of the empty tomb,
the postmortem appearances to different individuals and groups of people, and the very
origin of the Jesus movement itself. All of these would be various data to be explained.
Then what the historian or the scientist does – this is really the same model of
explanation – is construct a pool of live options for explaining this data. These various
live options in the pool of explanations will be his hypotheses. These will constitute
hypotheses to try to explain the data. So, with respect to the resurrection, various live
options would be things like: the women went to the wrong tomb, or Jesus wasn’t really
dead, or the disciples had hallucinatory experiences after Jesus’ crucifixion, or that this is
all just mythology. Or one of them would be that God raised Jesus of Nazareth from the
dead. That would be one of the live options for explaining the data. Then, in order to
determine or infer which is the best explanation, the inquirer (the scientist or historian)
will say, “Which one of these options, if true, would provide the best explanation of the
data?” So you are not looking for the only explanation – you are not saying there aren’t
any other live options (on the contrary there are) – , but you are inferring to the best of
these explanations, and you are saying “Which explanation, if true, would best account
for the data?”
Now how do you determine what counts as a best explanation? What are the criteria
going to be that you use to determine the best explanation? In his book, Justifying
Historical Descriptions, the historian Behan McCullagh, lists some of the criteria that
historians use in assessing historical hypotheses.239 He is not a Christian. This is a secular
historian in a book on historiography – about how you determine what are the best
explanations for historical hypotheses. Let me just list what some of these criteria would
be for the best explanation.
(1) The first would be explanatory scope. Explanatory scope means that it will imply a
greater variety of observable data. It will have a wide range of observable data that it will
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explain. Let’s apply this to, say, the various resurrection hypotheses. One of the
weaknesses of the Hallucination Hypothesis is that it has narrow explanatory scope.240
The Hallucination Hypothesis is offered as an explanation for the postmortem
appearances of Jesus, but it doesn’t do anything to explain the empty tomb. So in order to
account for the empty tomb, you have got to conjoin some independent hypothesis to the
Hallucination Hypothesis to explain all the data. So that would be one of the
shortcomings, say, of the Hallucination Hypothesis as an explanation of the data. It has
narrow explanatory scope. It doesn’t imply all of the facts – all of the data.
Number (2) would be explanatory power. This means that it makes the observable data
more probable than it would have been otherwise. It has the power to explain the data. It
makes the data more probable than it would have been otherwise. So you want to pick the
explanation which has the greatest degree of explanatory power. Let’s pick on the
Hallucination Hypothesis again because I think this one also is wanting in explanatory
power. How well does it explain the postmortem appearances of Jesus, wholly apart from
the empty tomb? How well does it explain what it purports to explain – those postmortem
appearances? Well, not very well. For example, one of the things we saw was that if the
disciples were to have hallucinated visions of Jesus, they would have projected visions of
Jesus in glory, in Abraham’s bosom, where the righteous dead went to await the
resurrection at the end of the world. But in that case, hallucinations of Jesus in glory
would never have lead to belief in his resurrection. It would at best have led to belief in
Jesus’ assumption into heaven – that he had been assumed into heaven – but not that he
was literally risen from the dead, which is a different category in Jewish thinking than
assumption to heaven. So the explanatory power of the Hallucination Hypothesis isn’t
very great because it doesn’t explain why the original disciples came to believe in and
proclaim the resurrection of Jesus, which is one of those data to be explained – namely,
the origin of the belief in the Resurrection.
(3) A third criterion would be plausibility. Here we are asking about the degree to which
accepted knowledge implies the hypothesis. What is the degree to which accepted
knowledge implies the hypothesis? Here, by accepted knowledge, we mean both the
background evidence as well as the specific evidence in this case – the data that we have
in this case – compared to the degree to which the data would imply the falsity of the
hypothesis. So plausibility means you take all of your information and ask “What is the
degree to which it implies the truth of the hypothesis as opposed to implying the
falsehood of the hypothesis?” Which one is more plausible given the data – that the
hypothesis is true or that it is false? Let’s apply this again in the case of the resurrection.
Take, for example, the Wrong Tomb Theory – the women went to the wrong tomb and
found a gardener there who says, “Oh, you are seeking Jesus of Nazareth? He is not here,
see the place where they laid him,” pointing to some other tomb. That was one of the
theories for explaining the empty tomb. Is that very plausible? Not at all when you think
about it; because if the women had made that mistake and they began to proclaim the
resurrection in Jerusalem, all the Jewish authorities would have had to do was just point
to the right tomb! They must have been very amused when the disciples went around
saying he has risen from the dead, when Joseph of Arimathea could say, “No, here is
where he is laid, and there is the corpse in the tomb.” So you see there is not much
240
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plausibility to that hypothesis – the data tend to imply its falsehood rather than its truth.
(4) Fourth would be the degree to which the hypothesis is what’s called “ad hoc.” You
want a hypothesis which is less ad hoc. What does ad hoc mean? Literally, in Latin, it
means “to this.” It means the degree to which the theory is concocted just to explain this.
It is contrived – there is a sort of artificiality about it, such that you wouldn’t have good
reason to believe it otherwise.241 So if the theory is ad hoc, it means that there really isn’t
much independent reason to believe that it is true; instead, you have got to invent all
kinds of new hypotheses just to explain this evidence that you don’t have any grounds to
believe is true. Let me illustrate this with the Twin Theory. You remember that fellow I
debated at the University of California, Irvine, who said that the best explanation for the
resurrection was that Jesus of Nazareth had an unknown twin brother.242 Jesus really
wasn’t born to Mary and Joseph – he and his twin brother were born to some other
Jewish peasant lady, and some way or another he got switched with Mary and Joseph’s
baby. So Mary and Joseph now thought that Jesus was their baby, when in fact he was the
twin of somebody else born to some other Jewish woman. His brother grew up
independently from him in some other town in Judea, and, just at the time of the
crucifixion, his brother came back to Jerusalem, saw that Jesus was crucified, stole the
body out of the tomb, and presented himself to the disciples, who then mistakenly
thought Jesus was risen from the dead. Now that is a theory which is ad hoc in excelsis!
We don’t have any reason to believe that Jesus had a twin brother; we don’t have any
reason to believe that he was switched with some other baby; we don’t have any reason to
believe this fellow came back to Jerusalem just at this time. It is so ad hoc and contrived
that it fails to be the best explanation. During the Q&A that I had at this debate, one
person in the audience got up and captured it nicely, this ad hoc-ness – he said, “Dr.
Cavin [my opponent] there is only one thing that remains unexplained on your theory –
who was piloting the helicopter at the time of the ascension?” Well, that was just one
more ad hoc hypothesis that needed to be added to complete the theory!
Number (5) is that it needs to be disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs. What do we
mean by that? To say it is disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs means that if you add
the hypothesis to accepted truths, fewer falsehoods would result. By adding our
hypothesis to the body of accepted beliefs you will have fewer falsehoods if it is
disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs. So to apply this to one of the theories of the
resurrection, take the Apparent Death Theory – that Jesus was taken down from the cross
alive, placed in the tomb, where he revived and got out to convince the disciples that he
was risen from the dead. That is hugely disconfirmed by what we know about medical
science and crucifixion. I think Mike Licona talked about that – studies of what happens
to a person when he is crucified show that it is preposterous to think that Jesus could have
been still alive when he was taken down from the cross, much less, if he were alive, not
to have died almost immediately from exposure in the tomb without extraordinary
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medical care and medical attention. So the Apparent Death Theory is hugely
disconfirmed by accepted beliefs.
One just might say here, “But isn’t the hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead
disconfirmed by accepted beliefs? Isn’t that also disconfirmed by the fact that dead men
do not rise? Doesn’t that disconfirm the hypothesis?” I think not. Notice how the
Resurrection Hypothesis is worded. The Hypothesis is not that Jesus came back naturally
from the dead – that is disconfirmed hugely by what medical science and biology tell us!
The Hypothesis is: God raised Jesus from the dead. That is not in any way disconfirmed
by what medical science tells us about what would happen naturally to someone who is
dead. It would be a miracle for somebody to come back from the dead! Well, that is
exactly what this hypothesis is! It says that God raised Jesus from the dead, and that
hypothesis is not disconfirmed by any accepted beliefs about what happens naturally to
people after they are dead. That would be again this old problem of miracles: people who
have a prejudice against miracles don’t want to accept a supernatural explanation.243
(6) Finally, the sixth criterion would be that it exceeds its rival hypotheses in meeting
criterion (1) through (5) – that there is little chance that future evidence or future
discoveries will show that one of these other hypotheses turns out to meet the five criteria
better than the accepted hypothesis. So, in order to be the best explanation, it should
exceed its rival hypotheses in meeting conditions (1) through (5) to a good degree. What I
have tried to do in my published work, as well as in my debates, is to show that the best
explanation of the data with respect to Jesus’ resurrection is the hypothesis God raised
Jesus from the dead. If you are interested in seeing these criteria applied in some detail,
look at my book with Gerd Lüdemann called Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or Figment?244
where Lüdemann defends the Hallucination Hypothesis and I take that hypothesis
through each one of these six criteria. In assessing rival, live options, very often what you
will find is that one option will, say, meet some criteria better but another option will
meet other criteria better, so that one hypothesis will have great explanatory power and
explanatory scope but it might be very ad hoc or it might be more implausible, whereas
some other theory might be very plausible but would have narrow explanatory scope.
What I find in the case of the resurrection, at least with respect to the Hallucination
Hypothesis, is that in every single one of these areas the Resurrection Hypothesis far
outstrips the Hallucination Hypothesis in terms of its scope, power, plausibility, degree of
ad hoc-ness, and so forth. If you are interested in seeing these applied specifically to a
rival hypothesis look at the book Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or Figment?
So, in conclusion, I think this is the way a successful apologetic for Jesus’ resurrection
should be structured. As interesting as the probability calculus is, the fact is that some of
those probabilities are probably inscrutable for us today. But that is not how historians
work anyway. The way historians work is by inference to the best explanation. You have
a pool of live options to explain a body of data which has been established. What the
Christian apologist does is he establishes a body of data that needs to be explained
concerning the fate of Jesus of Nazareth. These will include things like the discovery of
the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the very origin of the disciples’ belief
243

20:05
William Lane Craig and Gerd Lüdemann, Jesus' Resurrection: Fact or Figment?, ed. Paul
Copan and Ronald Tacelli (Downer's Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity Press, 2000).
244

175
in his resurrection. Then you will assess the various hypotheses for explaining that data in
terms of these criteria and the theory which provides the best explanation is going to be
then the preferred theory and will be the theory that you ought to accept and regard as
true. The Christian apologist will maintain that that will be the Resurrection Hypothesis.

DISCUSSION
Question: Will this be similar to historical sciences like the theory of evolution?
Answer: Yes. You could also say geology or paleontology, which are also historical
sciences. For example, one of the arguments that one will hear against creationism is that
it doesn’t have explanatory scope. For example, there are facts concerning what scientists
call biogeography which are very interesting. For example, why is it that all of the
marsupials tend to be found in Australia? Marsupials are mammals that bear their infants
in a pouch, like an opossum or a kangaroo. The creationist could say, “Well, God just
chose to create all the marsupials in Australia. That was just his choice; he didn’t want to
do it anywhere else.”245 But the evolutionist will say it is much more plausible that all of
these marsupials are interrelated and all descended from one common ancestor and, being
isolated on that continent, that is why they are all there. Now, of course, he has to deal
with possums, right? – which are North American marsupials – it is not true that they are
all confined to Australia. There are marsupials elsewhere. But nevertheless that is just an
application of the criteria that I am talking about. That would be an illustration where
someone would indict the theory by saying its scope is too narrow. By contrast, on the
other hand, creationists and intelligent design theorists are constantly blasting Darwinism
because of its weak explanatory power. The mechanisms of genetic mutation and natural
selection don’t have the power to explain the degree of biological complexity that we
have today. So these are exactly the kind of criteria that would be applied in those kinds
of debates.
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: That is right. When you are dealing with agents you have that additional problem
that you are not dealing with random processes. But with things like natural selection and
mutation there you are talking about purely non-intelligent, non-directed processes that
would be more amenable to a probability-type approach, if that could be done.
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: What you are raising is the important issue that we talked about when we spoke
about the ID movement. That is, what goes into the pool of live options? You see, you
can’t consider every hypothesis. That would just be uncontrollable. So everybody has to
limit the pool to live options. So, for example, no historian, despite what you hear in the
sensational press, takes seriously the idea that, say, Jesus was an alien from outer space
who had come down from a UFO and learned the Hebrew language so he could convince
people to follow him – Chariots of the Gods kind of thing. Nobody takes seriously
something like that – it is not a live option. Now, determined naturalists will say that any
kind of supernatural explanation is excluded from the pool of live options. Of course, that
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is Philip Johnson’s point about evolutionary theory. If you make the live options only
naturalistic options, he says, “Yeah, I think Darwinism is the best explanation. I would
infer to Darwinism, too.” But he says, “Why exclude supernatural explanations?” Here,
you see, we are going to demand a rationale for excluding it. What you will find is it will
typically come back to the problem of miracles that we have just been talking about for
the past few weeks. Or maybe even the question of theism. If God exists, this will raise
the probability of a supernatural explanation, and so in one sense maybe one will need to
retreat all the way back to the question of “Is there a God?” and then go through the
arguments of natural theology that we have talked about on why we think there are good
reasons to think that God exists. Otherwise, the exclusion of supernaturalistic hypotheses
from the pool of live options becomes arbitrary. You need to have some kind of rationale
for excluding it.
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: Very nice! Yes, N. T. Wright says to the sceptic, you have to first recognize that
your problem with miracles is not a historical problem – it is not a question of the
evidence – it is a philosophical problem. And when you are ready to discuss it on that
level, then we can; and I say, “Yeah, let’s do it!”
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: Yeah, that is a good point. I think there are arguments for the existence of God
that don’t appeal to Intelligent Design. For example, there are versions of the
cosmological argument that asks philosophical questions like “Why is there anything at
all rather than just nothing?” Why does anything exist? You could argue that the best
explanation is that there is a necessary being who exists. Or the moral argument from
moral facts. We sense the existence of objective moral values and duties in the world, and
those could not exist without God. Therefore, that gives good reason to believe that God
exists as a locus, or source, for moral values.246 There are non Intelligent Design type
arguments. If you are interested in looking at those, take a look at J. P. Moreland and my
book called Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, which has two
chapters in it on arguments for God’s existence.247 But if the person is not even going to
allow you to give arguments for God’s existence because of his naturalism, then he
simply presupposes atheism to be true! He is begging the question. So it is not you that is
reasoning in a circle; it is he! He is reasoning in a circle in presupposing atheism in order
to preclude theism. You have got to say, “If we are going to talk about this, we have to do
so with an open mind.”
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: I don’t know the answer to that. I am an open-minded inquirer myself about
these things. I find the facts of biogeography to be interesting and disturbing, and I don’t
know. It is something I have not looked into. Don’t take my ignorance here as indicative
of the fact there is not a good answer; rather, take it as a fact that this isn’t my area of
specialization, so I never explored it. I just heard this raised in debates; I’ve never looked
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into it because it is just not on the front burner for me, so I don’t know the answer. I do
know there are marsupials that don’t live in Australia – we had one on our back porch
some time ago! So I don’t know. I am just saying that any good creationist theory of
origins is going to need to address those facts and will need to have some explanation,
and so I am leaving that up to my colleagues like Paul Nelson and Michael Behe and
Doug Axe and others to work on that area because that is an area I am not working on.
Question: (inaudible)
Answer: Your point is that they may see that, given this data, the Resurrection Hypothesis
is the best option, so they are going to go back and deny the data. They are going to say
that Jesus never existed or the tomb is a legend or they never had experiences of seeing
Jesus alive from the dead. You are absolutely right! People like John Dominic Crossan,
Gerd Lüdemann, and so forth, deny the fact of the empty tomb because once you grant
the empty tomb, you are in trouble! So they deny the data. But – and here is the thing that
I find so intriguing – the majority of New Testament historians today accept this data.
They accept the historicity of the empty tomb. You saw it in the “20/20” show – those
Jewish scholars that were interviewed: “Yes, the tomb probably was found empty.” It is
the sceptic here who is on the defensive, not the Christian. The data is largely accepted by
New Testament historians today, and so we stand comfortably within the mainstream. The
question, then, is, what is the best explanation?248
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 24
The Probability of the Resurrection Hypothesis
In our lesson on the resurrection of Jesus, we have been talking about what is the best
explanation for the evidence of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances of Jesus,
and the origin of the disciples’ belief that God had raised him from the dead.
Last week we reviewed a couple of objections to inferring what I call the Resurrection
Hypothesis. That is the hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead. That was the
proclamation of the earliest disciples: God raised Jesus from the dead. And I call that the
Resurrection Hypothesis. Now some of us just glaze over when we see a mathematical
equation, and I appreciate that – I still have a sort of lurking mathophobia that I have to
struggle against – , but I think this equation here is very easy to understand. We are not
trying to compute it, but just to understand it:
Pr(R|E&B)
Pr(R|B)
Pr(E|R&B)
------------------------- = ------------------- x ----------------------Pr(not-R|E&B)
Pr(not-R|B)
Pr(E|not-R&B)
What this is is the probability calculus, and it shows why in fact these objections based
on slogans like “Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,” or that “No
amount of evidence could ever establish a miracle,” are in fact demonstrably fallacious.
What we want to understand is the probability (and that is abbreviated by Pr) of the
Resurrection Hypothesis (then you have this line ‘|’ that indicates the information relative
to which that hypothesis is being considered) given the specific evidence E (and that
would be the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the transformation of the
disciples) and the background information B (which is our general knowledge of the
world including the facts about the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth up and to and
through his crucifixion). So given our general background knowledge of the world and
the specific evidence in this case, we want to know what the probability of the
Resurrection Hypothesis is compared with the negation of the Resurrection Hypothesis:
that it is false that God raised Jesus from the dead, or God did not raise Jesus from the
dead. Which is more probable given the evidence and background information – the
Resurrection Hypothesis or its opposite? That is what we are asking.
The probability calculus tells us that in order to compute that probability we have to
understand two other probabilities. The first is the intrinsic probability of the
Resurrection Hypothesis. That is to say, if you leave out the evidence – just leave aside
the evidence, bracket that – what is the probability of the resurrection just on the
background information alone? What is the probability God raised Jesus from the dead if
you just think about the general background information we have of the world and you
bracket the specific evidence. What is the probability that the Resurrection Hypothesis is
false given the background information? Which is more probable relative to the
background information – the Resurrection Hypothesis or its opposite? Then the other
probability that we need to compute would be called the explanatory power of the
Resurrection Hypothesis. That is to say, how well does this hypothesis explain the
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evidence? Given the Resurrection Hypothesis and the background information, how
probable is it that we would have this evidence? That is to say, if given the background
information and the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead, how probable does that
make the facts of the empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the
disciples’ belief? I think you can see that probability would be extremely high! That is to
say, the Resurrection Hypothesis has great explanatory power. By contrast, if the
Resurrection Hypothesis is false, if God did not raise Jesus from the dead, then what is
the probability that we would have this evidence that we do of the empty tomb, the
postmortem appearances, and the transformation in the disciples? So this would be the
explanatory power of the Resurrection Hypothesis.249
What I tried to explain last time is that people like David Hume and others who are
skeptical about identifying a miracle only focus on part of this calculus. In particular,
they tend to focus on just the intrinsic probability of the resurrection. They say, given the
laws of nature, given what we know about what happens to dead people, it is extremely
improbable that Jesus rose from the dead. Dead men don’t rise again. They would say
that this Resurrection Hypothesis is enormously improbable intrinsically, and therefore
they conclude that the Resurrection Hypothesis is improbable given the evidence and the
background information. That is obviously fallacious. You have got to also consider the
other factors in the probability calculus. Even if the Resurrection Hypothesis is extremely
improbable intrinsically relative to the background information alone, the probability or
the explanatory power of the Resurrection Hypothesis could be so great that it would
counterbalance any intrinsic probability of the resurrection. Once you take into account
the evidence, well, then this probability Pr(R|E&B) – that God raised Jesus from the
dead given the evidence and the background information – can be very high even if this
probability Pr(R|B) – the resurrection relative to the background information without
any evidence – is very low.
I think that is intuitively obvious, don’t you? Just because something is improbable
relative to the background information, when you don’t have any evidence, it doesn’t
follow that once you do have the evidence, it remains improbable. Can you imagine in a
court of law arguing that relative to our background information it is highly improbable
that someone is the murderer, when you abstract away all the evidence – the fingerprints,
the ballistics, the eyewitness testimony – you abstract all that away and say it is highly
improbable that Jones is the murderer? But it doesn’t follow that it is highly improbable
that Jones is the murderer once you insert the evidence. So it is exactly the same way
with the resurrection. Even if the intrinsic probability of the resurrection is very low, it
doesn’t follow that therefore the Resurrection Hypothesis is very highly improbable, for
its explanatory power compared to its negation could easily outweigh any improbability
in the Resurrection Hypothesis itself. That was the first point I tried to make.

DISCUSSION
Question: It would seem to me that the term “miracle” would almost have to be
something that is impossible or intrinsically impossible. If it is something that is ordinary,
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it would not be considered a miracle. If you are looking at the miracle of him being raised
from the dead, it is a miracle because of what happened.
Answer: That is David Hume’s point! That is why Hume says that the resurrection is
highly improbable because a miracle, he would say, by definition is a violation of the
laws of nature and therefore by its very nature it is highly improbable.
Followup: So then if a person were to look back to the parting of the Red Sea, the
creation of everything from nothing – everything God has ever done is a miracle.
Answer: OK, but I don’t like the way you are backpedalling here because then you are
making the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus hinge on things like the evidence for the
parting of the Red Sea and all these other miracles, and you are just going to confront the
same problem with them.
Followup: What I was just trying to do is make it related to God – God is the cause of it.
Answer: All right; I am going to make that point in a minute. I would agree that it is
highly improbable relative to the background information that Jesus rose naturally from
the dead. That is what I think is correct in what you are saying. A miracle is something
that is not capable of happening through the natural processes of nature. But that is not
the Resurrection Hypothesis. I am already making my second point, which I want to
delay making. So let me just prescind from saying anything more about that point. I will
say something about that in a minute.250
Question: I find it interesting that people like Hume are attacking the resurrection in
virtue of its improbability. The reason we are impressed by it is because it is improbable!
No one is arguing that it is not.
Answer: Well, again, I am going to say something about that in my second point. But
what you are saying is that we can agree that the resurrection is highly improbable
relative to the background information alone. That is correct. We really don’t need to
dispute that point. I am going to dispute it, but we don’t need to because as long as the
explanatory power of the hypothesis is great, then that can outweigh any intrinsic
probability. So you are quite right in saying that it can be highly improbable, if you
abstract all the evidence away, that God raised Jesus from the dead, and that doesn’t say
anything about the probability of that hypothesis once you factor all that evidence back in
again.
Question: Some critics of miracles will set up a straw man. They view miracles as a
suspension of the laws of nature, whereas miracles are a superseding of the laws of
nature. Everything else continues to operate according to the laws of nature apart from
those specific regular situations.
Answer: I think you are making a valid point here that I have not tried to make; but you
are quite right. It is incorrect to characterize a miracle as a violation of nature’s laws. Not
at all! It is no more a violation of the laws of nature that God would raise Jesus from the
dead than that I would, say, prevent a match from striking by removing the oxygen from
the air or something of that sort. The laws of nature describe what will happen through
natural factors so long as no intelligent agent is intervening. But once an intelligent agent
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intervenes in the situation, then the laws aren’t violated, but you have, as you say, a kind
of superseded law, there are new factors in play here. So it is not as though God violates
the laws of nature in raising Jesus from the dead; it is that the laws of nature have in them
the implicit condition “so long as no one interferes, this is what the natural course of
events will be.” That is still true in the case of Jesus’ resurrection.
Question: I see the arguments depend upon the evidence. I wonder how often the atheist
just questions the evidence and says, “Well, your formulas are nice but the evidence is
irrelevant.”
Answer: This is one of the things that is most stunning about contemporary New
Testament scholarship, and that is that the specific evidence that I have adduced – the
empty tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origins of the Christian faith – are
agreed to by the vast majority of New Testament historians! Remember we saw that even
Bart Ehrman agrees with the specific evidence; even Ehrman agrees with the empty
tomb, the postmortem appearances, and the origin of the disciples’ faith. Instead he
appeals to this Humean philosophical argument to try to stave off the inference to the
resurrection. Certainly there are skeptical critics – that is right – who will deny the
historicity of the empty tomb or some other feature of the evidence. But they are in the
decided minority, which is just stunning to me. That is how credible these narratives are.
Question: Is there a simpler way you can write out that equation? Even now, after years
and years, I look at that thing and I feel like I’m being clubbed over the head with
mathematical formulas. Some people on the internet were saying the same thing. Could
you write it out like “Probability of resurrection versus probability of evidence without
resurrection.” That would be basically the same thing.
Answer: Well, yes. Now, actually, this is the simpler formula. If you look at Reasonable
Faith, I have a more complex formula for calculating the probability of R on E and B
[P(R|E&B)], but Timothy McGrew said to me, “Bill, that’s too complicated – use this
Odds Form. It’s easier to understand and see.” If I had an eraser, what one might do is
just erase the bottom line and then just compute the top line.251 Then you would also
calculate what’s on the bottom line, and then you would compare them to each other. So
if it’s blinding, just look at the top part and then look at the bottom part. You can see,
really, it involves only two things: what is the probability of the resurrection on our
background information and what is the probability of the evidence given the
Resurrection Hypothesis and the background information? Once you look at this long
enough, you can see there is really only two things. It is not really that difficult. The
fallacy of those who say things like “Extraordinary events require extraordinary
evidence” is that they are not taking into account all of the factors. They are just focusing
on how extraordinary the resurrection is relative to the background information alone.
Question: It seems intuitive that what you just said is true that great claims require great
evidence. Is there a more practical way? It does take a lot of explaining and you tend to
lose the person in showing that is not exactly the way it is.
Answer: Last time I gave the illustration to try to convey this point of hearing an evening
newscast announce the winning pick in the lottery. When the Georgia state lottery
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winning pick is announced, there is a number that the news reads off that, when you think
about it, is enormously improbable relative to our background information, that that
should be the number that would be the pick. Yet we don’t require extraordinary evidence
to believe that that was the number picked. If we required extraordinary evidence, we
would never believe the evening news when it reports the lottery pick because the
improbability of that number being chosen would just swamp the reliability of the news,
even if the news were 99.9% accurate. It would still be swamped by the improbability of
that pick. So what theorists came to see is that in addition to the intrinsic probability of
the hypothesis, you also have to consider this: what would be the probability that that
number would be announced if, in fact, that were not the pick? If that was not the pick,
what is the probability that just that number would be announced? That is extremely low
and that outbalances any improbability in the thing itself.
Question: Given a set of evidence, if you have several explanations for what happened
and all of them are relatively high, or relatively equal to each other, how do you account
for the other explanations in that formula?
Answer: OK, this is a good question. What you are seeing is that not-R here is not a
monolithic thing. Not-R includes things like the Conspiracy Hypothesis, the Apparent
Death Hypothesis, the Hallucination Hypothesis, and all of these other explanations of
the resurrection that we looked at. So the value of not-R would be the sum of the
probability of all these other things put together. So you could calculate the probability of
the resurrection versus, say, the Conspiracy Theory separately if you wanted to. But what
I did here is simply sum them all together. You are quite right in saying that there is a
whole raft of these things that are comprised by not-R.
Question: Your example of the lottery seems a little unsatisfying to me for some reason,
and I am not sure I can articulate it exactly. It seems like we all expect some number to
come up, so the fact that one does come up doesn’t seem all that unusual. It seems like
the better example might be that a golf ball popped up with a number, not a ping pong
ball – some really unexpected thing came up.252
Answer: Well, some number must come down the chute unless the machine malfunctions.
But nevertheless, any number that comes down will be enormously improbable. You are
observing an event of extraordinary improbability. It is not miraculous, that is true. It is
not something that can’t happen by nature; but nevertheless when you see that, you are
observing something against which the odds are millions and millions to one. So why
should you believe this report on the news that that happened? That is like testimonial
evidence to a highly extraordinary event. You don’t require that the testimonial evidence
also be extraordinary in order to believe that event. Why? Because of what I just
explained.
Question: Something like a current event, like this woman in Florida that is being tried
for killing her daughter, if you substitute that situation in in your middle equation, the
probability of a mother killing her child, that is almost unheard of. But then if you go
back and you bring in the evidence for that, I think, to me that helps me to understand it
better than the lottery example.
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Answer: OK, well, that is a very nice example! You are saying, “Relative to the
background information, what is the probability that this woman would kill her daughter
– relative to just the background information about mothers and daughters. Well, it’s
probably pretty low, right? But, given the evidence of the worms in the car trunk and the
larvae and the smell and other things, maybe it is highly probable that she actually did do
this thing, so that relative to the evidence and the background information, now it
becomes highly probable that she is guilty. That would be a good example.
Question: To me, it seems like if you remove the background information from the line, it
still means the same.
Answer: Yeah, very often, this formula will be presented without making B explicit. B
will just be tacit; it will just say “What is the probability of R?” [P(R)], and the B won’t
be made explicit. But I put it here explicitly because I think it is helpful to see that
probabilities are never absolute. Probabilities are always relative to some body of
information that you are considering. But you are right, very often the B will just be left
out.
Followup: Taking it out, it makes it clear that if the evidence that you offer was that it
was on the 11 o’clock news that he won is one thing, whereas if the evidence was “Well,
he really wanted to win,” it means nothing. So it points out that it’s the probability of E in
relationship to R. The probability of the resurrection given the evidence is equal to just
the plain probability of the resurrection times the probability of the evidence if there was
a resurrection.
Answer: Well, you still have to consider the probability of R in and of itself. You can’t get
away from that. You don’t have to write B explicitly, but you will still then compare the
probability of R to the probability of not-R. And you still have to compare the probability
of the evidence, given not-R. Those have to be factored in.
Question: I also like the court case example a little better than the lottery. I was reading
Readers Digest last month, and they made a comment about a woman who is suing the
state or the TV station because they did post the wrong lottery number.253
Answer: Oh, really?
Followup: Yes. It probably was the reposting, not the live episode where they pop the
balls up.
Answer: Yeah, so it can happen; it’s not absolutely impossible.
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Followup: So the presupposition is you are watching it live.
Question: Using this kind of lottery logic that a certain event is highly improbable
because it requires a series of events that are each and of themselves improbable,
wouldn’t that make pretty much any event in history almost infinitely improbable, just
because each event requires very specific lead-in events. So, if you multiply the
probability of every single lead-in event coming up, you get anything being almost
impossible.254
Answer: You would probably not do it that way. You would just consider, for example,
what is the probability of war between Pakistan and India, say. You wouldn’t calculate all
the infinite number of events that had to lead up to the situation that one has. You would
just take the background information you have and then the hypothesis and then consider
what evidence there is for it, rather than this kind of piecemeal approach. In fact, that is
kind of like Plantinga’s Problem of Dwindling Probabilities, which we also talked about
last week and said the fallacy was that he failed to remember that at each stage new
evidence is introduced, so that the probability can actually increase with the introduction
of the new evidence.
Question: I am glad you mentioned Plantinga because my comment is on that and also
with what you just wrote on the board about not-Resurrection. There may be some
sceptics who like Plantinga’s argument because it seems to argue in their favor. However,
accounting for what you just wrote on the board about not-Resurrection, if you use
Plantinga’s argument for not-Resurrection, then you would have to multiply all the
probabilities of all the other counter ideas about the resurrection together, and then they
also have the same problem with the diminishing probabilities.
Answer: Yeah, I remember in McGrew’s response to Plantinga, he had a very elaborate
tree diagram of the different probabilities that would have to be taken into account. I can
no longer bring it to mind from memory, but there were a lot of other factors that needed
to be considered at each fork in the road as this tree unfolds.
That is the first point I wanted to make against this Humean argument that says that we
can never have enough evidence to make it probable that some event is a miracle, or that
a miracle has occurred.
The other, second point that I wanted to make is to challenge this assumption that the
probability of the resurrection on the background information [Pr(R|B)] is very, very
low. It seems to me that we are not in a position to say that the Resurrection Hypothesis is
highly intrinsically improbable. What is highly improbable is the hypothesis that Jesus
rose naturally from the dead – that all the cells in his body just spontaneously came back
to life again. I agree – that is enormously improbable. Conspiracy theories, apparent
death theories, hallucination theories – all of those would be more probable than that
Jesus would just naturally rise from the dead. But that is not the hypothesis. The
hypothesis is that God raised Jesus from the dead.
So that probability is, as I said, going to rely upon two further probabilities. How can we
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compute the probability of the resurrection on the background information? Well, this is
going to be the product of the probability of God’s existence on the background
information times the probability of the resurrection given God’s existence and the
background information. That is to say, the probability of the hypothesis – “God raised
Jesus from the dead” given the background information [P(R|B)] – is going to be
computed by the probability that God exists given the background information [P(G|B)]
and then the probability that if God exists, he would raise Jesus from the dead
[P(R|G&B)]:
P(R|B)= P(G|B) x P(R|G&B)
I think the probability of God’s existence on the background information is very high, as I
said before. This is the whole project of natural theology – the ontological, the
cosmological, the teleological, and the moral arguments for God’s existence. All of those
go to try to show that this probability is very good. What is the probability, then, given
that God exists, that he would raise Jesus from the dead? Well, I don’t see how you could
say that it is low. You may not be able to say it’s high, but if your background information
includes the life and ministry of Jesus, his radical claims, his miracles, his exorcisms, his
trial, I don’t see how anyone can say with any confidence that it is improbable that God
would raise Jesus from the dead.255 So I just don’t see any reason to think that this
probability – that is to say, the probability of R on B – is very low. I think, at worst, you
would have to be agnostic about it, and you can’t say that that is low. Therefore, again,
the argument fails because the whole argument against miracles depends on saying that
this intrinsic probability of the resurrection is extremely, extremely low. I don’t think that
we are in a position to say that. The reason is because I think we have got good grounds
for believing that God exists and that it is not improbable that he would raise Jesus.

DISCUSSION
Question: I was talking to Mike [Licona], and he was remembering in his debate – I think
his first or second, I can’t remember which one – with Ehrman, they were talking about
just this second point you were discussing. Ehrman in their Q&A said, “Look, Mike, if I
move it to walking on water, a billion people could walk out across the lake and fall in,”
and he said, “Yeah, but if my son is a billion to one, and I hold his hands as he walks
across the lake, then we are talking about an external agent that could either suspend or
support (whichever way you want to put it) [the laws of nature].” It does significantly
change the equation.
Answer: And what did Ehrman say in response?
Followup: He just threw his hands in the air.
Answer: What is funny about that is Ehrman, as a historian (or putative historian), cannot
say that the probability of God’s existence on the background information is low because
he says historians can’t say anything about God. So he cannot argue that this is low. And
yet, that is going to determine whether or not the probability of R on B is low. So he has
really worked himself into a dead end.
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Question: I think the reason people have this kind of knee jerk reaction to the probability
of something incredible like a resurrection from the dead happening is really just
reactionary to the fact that it is uncommon. Not that it is improbable. Because if you look
at it, based on the background information of Jesus’ ministry, it is highly probable that
God, knowing what we know about God, would raise his Son from the dead in order to
further his plan. It is not very probable that God will resurrect half of all the people who
ever die, just normally making it a common event. But the probability that God will
resurrect the squirrel that just got run over is low, however sad that is, but it is not
improbable so much as uncommon.
Answer: Very nice! You can’t get any better than that! What you have served to draw our
attention to is the religio-historical context in which this event occurs, or allegedly
occurs. It is not like the squirrel on the highway. This is an event that occurs in the life, or
as a climax to the life, of Jesus of Nazareth, who claimed to be the absolute revelation of
God, who performed miracles and exorcisms in attestation of that fact, and who was
crucified for claiming to be the unique Son of God and the promised Son of Man. So that
provides a religio-historical context that is pregnant with significance, and I think, as you
say, that makes it not at all improbable that God would raise Jesus.
Let me move on from there then. This was all by way of review, but I think it probably
has been helpful in clarifying why those who would block the Resurrection Hypothesis –
who would cut it off at the knees – before you could even consider it, are reasoning
fallaciously.

Criteria for Determining the Best Explanation
So now we have to ask ourselves – is the Resurrection Hypothesis in fact the best
explanation of the evidence? Surprisingly, I don’t use Bayes’ Theorem (that’s what this is
called, or the probability calculus) to argue for that. Historians generally don’t use the
probability calculus. Why? Because many of these probabilities are what is called
inscrutable. That is to say, we just don’t know. For example, what is the probability that
God, if he exists, would raise Jesus from the dead? Well, how can you put any kind of
value on that? I think we can say you can’t show that it is low.256 Someone might think it
is high, but there really isn’t any way to put solid numbers to these probabilities. They are
really rather inscrutable in some cases. So historians generally don’t use the probability
calculus when they weigh historical explanations or hypotheses. Rather, as the historian
C. B. McCullagh in his book Justifying Historical Descriptions explains, historians have
a number of criteria that they apply for determining what is the best explanation.257 There
are six of these that I want to highlight. I think that the hypothesis “God raised Jesus from
the dead” passes all of these six criteria.
Explanatory Scope

The first criterion is that the hypothesis has great explanatory scope. That is to say, the
256

34:58
C. Behan McCullagh, Justifying Historical Descriptions (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), p. 19.
257

187
hypothesis will explain all of the relevant evidence, not just part of it. You may recall that
we indicted some of the other hypotheses competing with the Resurrection Hypothesis
because of their narrow explanatory scope. Remember, for example, the Hallucination
Hypothesis tries to explain the postmortem appearances, but it does nothing to explain the
empty tomb. So it has narrow explanatory scope. The best explanation will be the one
that has broad explanatory scope.
Explanatory Power

Second criterion will be explanatory power. That is to say, how well does it explain the
evidence? We saw that that does feature in this probability calculus – given the
hypothesis, does it explain well the evidence that we have?
Plausibility

Thirdly would be – is it plausible? Plausibility. Would it imply a number of false beliefs
if this hypothesis were true, or is it plausible given the context? Here I would argue that,
as we said, the resurrection of Jesus is very plausible given its religio-historical context.
Ad-hocness

Fourth would be that it is not ad hoc or contrived. Ad hoc is Latin, meaning “to this,” and
the idea of something that is ad hoc is a hypothesis that is contrived – it is made up just to
explain this specific thing. There is a certain artificiality about an ad hoc hypothesis that
speaks against it. The Resurrection Hypothesis, it seems to me, is not ad hoc in that way.
Given the existence of God, established by natural theology, it seems to me perfectly
natural to say that God would raise Jesus from the dead.
In Accord with Accepted Beliefs

Number five is that it is in accord with accepted beliefs. Someone might say here, “But
the resurrection is not in accord with accepted beliefs; it is an accepted belief that men do
not rise from the dead, and the resurrection says Jesus rose from the dead.” But again I
think we need to be careful. What the accepted belief is is that people don’t rise naturally
from the dead. There is nothing in the laws of nature that would bring somebody back
from the dead. The Christian agrees with that! We agree that it is extraordinarily and
impossibly improbable that Jesus would come back to life just naturally. But that is not
the Resurrection Hypothesis. That is that God raised Jesus from the dead, and that is not
in conflict with accepted beliefs.
Outstrips Rival Hypotheses

Finally, number six would be that it outstrips its rival hypotheses in meeting conditions 1
to 5. One of the things that is striking about the Resurrection Hypothesis is when you
compare it to its competitors, it really outstrips them in explanatory power, explanatory
scope, plausibility, and therefore none of these other alternative explanations has
generated a large following among contemporary scholars.258 Most of these alternatives
are debunked and have no followers at all today. So those who deny the Resurrection
Hypothesis are pretty much typically left with no explanation at all. They just say we
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don’t know what happened to Jesus. But they don’t really have an explanatory
alternative. The Resurrection Hypothesis, by almost all accounts, far outstrips any of its
rivals. So those who reject it are simply left with no explanation at all.
So it seems to me that, on the basis of these criteria, we can infer that the best explanation
of the facts is that God raised Jesus from the dead.

DISCUSSION
Question: Could you delineate between number 3 and number 5?
Answer: In Reasonable Faith, I give a more detailed account of that that I didn’t give here
today.259 For plausibility, this is the degree to which accepted knowledge implies the
hypothesis compared to the degree to which accepted knowledge implies the falsity of the
hypothesis. That would be number 3. Number 5 would be that if you add the hypothesis
to the body of accepted truths then fewer falsehoods result. Those are kind of close, but
that would be technically how one might differentiate those.
Question: C. S. Lewis says in Mere Christianity that he thinks Christianity is true because
it has the “ring of truth” and is not the kind of thing somebody would make up. He
compares it to the truth about the solar system and astronomy. Before people could
observe, they made up these theories that now don’t make sense, we know they are false.
The actual facts are not the kind of things they could invent. In the Jewish and Greek
cultures where Jesus was ministering and Paul, Paul says the resurrection and the
preaching of the cross is foolishness to the Gentiles and a stumbling block to the Jews. So
it seems like it is unlikely that he would invent that, or make it up. Is that another
criterion that you would perhaps add to your list?
Answer: No, actually, where I think that point would fit in very nicely is in establishing
the third piece of evidence; namely, that the disciples came to believe that God raised
Jesus from the dead because that is not something that they would, in all probability, have
come to believe either from a Jewish point of view or from a Gentile point of view for
exactly the reasons that you mention. So that, I would see, is part of the evidence
establishing that third fact.260
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 25
Is Christ the Only Way of Salvation?
Is Christ the Only Way of Salvation?
Today we want to come to the topic of “Is Christ the Only Way of Salvation?” which is, I
think, the burning question under the Work of Christ. Is the work of Christ alone the way
of salvation or are there other avenues to salvation apart of Christ?

Scriptural Data
Acts 4:12 says, “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 was the message that the
earliest apostles of Christ believed and that they preached. That name of which they
spoke was, of course, the name of Jesus Christ. They believed and preached that salvation
was exclusively available through Jesus Christ alone.
Indeed, I think, the entire New Testament teaches that salvation is obtained exclusively
through the work of Christ. Let’s look first at what Paul has to say about this subject.
Ephesians 2:12 is an interesting verse because Paul is here writing to former Greek
pagans who have converted to Christianity, and he invites them to recall what it was like
in those pre-Christian days. He says in 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.” What a
poignant description of those apart from Christ – having no hope and without God in the
world! For Paul, these pagan religions were not an alternative avenue of salvation. Those
who were involved in them were hopeless and were without God.
In fact, it is the burden of Paul’s opening chapters of his letter to the Romans to show that
this desolate condition is the general situation of mankind. In Romans 1:20 Paul says that
God’s power and deity are universally known throughout creation. He says, “Ever since
the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has
been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.”
All men everywhere at any time can know that there is a Creator God of the universe.
Moreover in Romans 2:15, Paul says that God’s moral law is written on the hearts of all
men. In 2:15 he says, “They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts,
while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps
excuse them.” Even those who are apart from the Mosaic Law and the Jewish covenant
have an instinctive grasp of the moral requirements of the Law because God has written
them on their hearts.
In Romans 2:7, Paul says that God offers eternal life to everyone who will seek for him in
doing good. He says, “to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor
and immortality, he will give eternal life.” This is a bona fide offer of salvation to anyone
who will appropriately respond to God’s general revelation in nature and in conscience.
Unfortunately, the testimony of Paul in Romans 1:21-32 is that, rather than worship the
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Creator and obey his moral law, people ignore the Creator and fashion false gods to
worship. They flout his moral law and plunge themselves into degeneracy and
immorality.261 Romans 1:21-32:
For although they knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him,
but they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened.
Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal
God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles. Therefore
God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of
their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a
lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed
for ever! Amen. For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. Their
women exchanged natural relations for unnatural, and the men likewise gave up
natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another,
men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in their own persons the
due penalty for their error. And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God,
God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct. They were filled with
all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife,
deceit, malignity, they are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty,
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless,
ruthless. Though they know God's decree that those who do such things deserve to
die, they not only do them but approve those who practice them.
The conclusion then comes in Romans 3:9-12 – all men, therefore, find themselves
condemned before God and under the power of sin. In Romans 3:9-12 Paul says,
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.’
Fortunately, God has provided a means of salvation out of this desolate state of
condemnation in which people naturally find themselves. Paul says in Romans 3 that no
one can redeem himself from this condemnation through righteous living. Romans 3:1920:
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.
No one, through doing righteous works, can redeem himself from this state of
condemnation.
But Christ is God’s sacrificial offering for sin and is, therefore, the only means by which
forgiveness and salvation can be obtained. 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
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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.
So, for Paul, the atoning death of Christ is the only means by which salvation can be
obtained.
This doctrine was not peculiar by any means to the apostle Paul. Look at the writings of
the apostle John as well. First, in John’s Gospel, John 14:6, where Jesus is speaking: “I
am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me.” So John’s
Jesus is one who is exclusively the way of salvation.262 John 3:18 points out that apart
from Christ all men are already under God’s condemnation. Again, Jesus speaking, says,
“He who believes in him is not condemned; he who does not believe is condemned
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” So the one who
does not believe in Christ is already condemned; he finds himself in a state of
condemnation even prior to being confronted with the decision to believe in Christ.
Similarly, in John’s epistles we have the same emphasis. Turn over to 1 John 5:12 – this
is a bald statement, a stark statement – “He who has the Son has life; he who has not the
Son of God has not life.” Finally, in the book of Revelation, John describes the heavenly
vision of the Lamb of God in heaven. In Revelation 5:1-14 he says that only the Lamb
can open the scroll that is presented before the throne. He says,
And I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a scroll written
within and on the back, sealed with seven seals; and I saw a strong angel
proclaiming with a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its
seals?’ And no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to open the
scroll or to look into it, and I wept much that no one was found worthy to open
the scroll or to into it. Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Weep not; lo, the Lion
of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the
scroll and its seven seals.’ And between the throne and the four living creatures
and among the elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with
seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into
all the earth; and he went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was
seated on the throne. And when he had taken the scroll, the four living creatures
and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each holding a harp, and
with golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints; and they
sang a new song, saying, ‘Worthy art thou to take the scroll and to open its seals,
for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men for God from every tribe
and tongue and people and nation, and hast made them a kingdom and priests to
our God, and they shall reign on earth.’ Then I looked, and I heard around the
throne and the living creatures and the elders the voice of many angels,
numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, saying with a loud
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voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and
wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!’ And I heard every creature
in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all therein, saying,
‘To him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and
glory and might for ever and ever!’ And the four living creatures said, ‘Amen!’
and the elders fell down and worshiped.
Here you see so dramatically portrayed the uniqueness and worthiness of the Lamb of
God, who was, of course, Jesus, who was slain for the sins of the world. In Revelation
20:15, everyone who is not found written in the Lamb’s book of life is cast into hell.
20:15 says, “If any one's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown
into the lake of fire.” So John, like Paul, thinks of Christ as the unique atoning sacrifice
for sin and the only way of salvation available to men.
I think it is not improbable that this was the attitude of Jesus himself – that the historical
Jesus actually believed this. Look at Luke 12:8-9. This is a saying which New Testament
scholars generally recognize to be an authentic word of Jesus, and he says,
“I tell you, every one who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man also will
acknowledge before the angels of God; but he who denies me before men will be
denied before the angels of God.”
Here Jesus says that he is the hinge upon which people’s destiny depends.263 Those who
confess him will be saved, those who deny him will be lost. Finally, Matthew 7:13-14
seems to suggest, at least, that in Jesus’ thinking only a minority of mankind will be
saved. This is from the Sermon on the Mount:
Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the
way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few.
This is a doctrine which is not peculiar to certain New Testament authors. This is a
doctrine throughout the New Testament and characteristic, I think, of Jesus himself.
Christ alone is the way of salvation. The logic of the New Testament, I think, is very
clear. Think of it. Given the universality of sin and the uniqueness of Christ’s atoning
death, it logically follows that the only way of salvation is through Christ alone. Given
the universal condemnation of mankind and the uniqueness of Christ’s atoning death, it is
only through Christ that salvation is available.
This exclusivistic doctrine was just as scandalous in the polytheistic world of the 1st
century as it is in 21st century western society. Early Christians were persecuted because
it was thought by the populace at large that they were atheists because they denied the
reality of the pagan deities of Greece and Rome and denied that they were legitimate
avenues of salvation. This exclusivism was so offensive to Greco-Roman pagans that
Christians became ruthlessly, horribly, murderously tortured and persecuted for their faith
because they would refuse the simple act of throwing some incense on a bowl of flame
and offering a sacrifice to a pagan deity. They preferred to go to the rack, to have their
flesh raked with blades, to be roasted alive on fires rather than to say that there were other
avenues of salvation apart from Christ alone.
263

15:20

193
As the Christian religion, however, supplanted the Greco-Roman religions – after the
conversion of Constantine and Christianity became the standard religion of the Roman
Empire – this scandal also receded. Indeed, for medieval thinkers like Augustine and
Aquinas, one of the marks of the true church was its catholicity – that is to say, its
universality. To them it seemed unthinkable that this great edifice of the Christian church
filling all of civilization could have been predicated upon a falsehood. So the very
universality of the Christian church and the Christian religion was taken to be one of the
earmarks and indications of the truth of the Christian religion.
What we will see next time is how this doctrine met its demise during the so-called
Expansion of Europe.

DISCUSSION
Question: There is not any need in me to get one of those bumper stickers that says
“Coexist” with all those various religious symbols because either we are right and they
are all wrong or we perhaps are wrong along with the rest of them but we can’t be both
right.
Answer: This is a good point to end on today. To talk about Christianity being exclusively
true does not mean that Christians are against religious pluralism in terms of a political
system.264 We are champions of religious pluralism politically – that is to say, we have a
Constitution that has a free exercise clause that guarantees that everyone has the right to
practice his own religion, so long as he doesn’t infringe upon the rights of others. So we
must not allow this position to be confused with intolerance. Tolerance is something that
Christians champion because we believe that everyone has the right to exercise his
conscience and believe as he wants to, so long as he doesn’t infringe upon the human
rights of others. So don’t confuse Christian exclusivism with intolerance or think that this
is against religious pluralism societally or politically. When I talk about religious
pluralism, I am talking about a theological view, namely, that there are many ways to
salvation. But pluralism, politically, means a tolerant society. And that we certainly do
champion.265
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 26
The Demise of the Exclusivity of
Salvation Through Christ
We have been talking about the exclusivity of salvation through Christ. I explained last
time that the universality of the Christian church was taken by medieval theologians to be
one of the marks of the church. One of the evidences that Christianity is true is the
universality of the Christian church, filling all of the civilized world.

The Demise of this Doctrine
The demise of this doctrine came about through the so-called “Expansion of Europe,”
which refers to the roughly three centuries of exploration and discovery between about
1450 and 1750. Through the travels of men like Marco Polo to the Orient and the
voyages of people like Christopher Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan, new civilizations
and whole new worlds were discovered which had not so much as even heard the name of
Jesus Christ, much less believed in him. Far from being the religion of mankind, it was
discovered that Christianity was largely confined to a corner of the globe.
This realization had a two-fold impact upon people’s religious thinking. First of all, it
tended to relativize religious beliefs. It was seen that no religion could truly claim to be
the universal religion of mankind. Rather, it seemed that every society or culture had its
own religion which was appropriate to its own needs and concerns and that no religion
could claim to be the universal religion of man. Secondly, it therefore made Christianity’s
claim to exclusive salvation through Christ appear narrow and cruel. What was the fate of
all of these people in the world who had never heard the name of Christ? Were they all
damned and going to hell simply because they were born outside the perimeter of the
Christian sphere of influence? Enlightenment rationalists like the French philosopher
Voltaire taunted the Christians of his day with the prospect of one hundred million
Chinamen (that’s how many there were at that time) all going to hell for not believing in
Jesus Christ when they hadn’t even heard of Jesus Christ.
Today the advances in telecommunications, especially the Internet, as well as the influx
into Western nations of immigrants from former colonies, have only served to heighten
our awareness of the religious diversity of mankind. It is estimated that between 15% and
25% of the world’s population has still yet to hear the Gospel even for the first time. 15%
to 25% of the world’s population is still completely unreached. The result of this
heightened awareness of the religious diversity of mankind has had an impact
theologically and missiologically.
Mainline denominations have largely lost the sense of missionary calling as a result.
Rather, if they engage in missions, missions are reinterpreted as a way of engaging
socially with developing countries – improved health or AIDS relief in those countries,
clean water systems, hospitals, helping with education, and so forth – if you will, a sort of
Christian Peace Corps. That is the new face of missions in the mainline denominations,
but not focusing on proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ to lost and dying people.
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Perhaps this realignment of the attitude toward missions is nowhere more evident than in
the documents of the Second Vatican Council266 held during the 1960s. The documents of
Vatican II, I think, radically reinterpret the church’s task.267 According to the documents
of Vatican II, “those who have not yet received the Gospel are related in various ways to
the people of God”268 – the true church. It says Jews are especially dear to God, “but the
plan of salvation also includes all those who acknowledge the Creator”, including
Muslims.269 They also add that people who by conscience strive to do God’s will can also
be saved. So, according to the proclamation of the Second Vatican Council, the church
declares that Catholics should pray for the Jews, not for the conversion of the Jews. And
it declares the church also looks on Muslims with esteem.270 Missionary work is to be
directed only toward those who are still involved in the worship of idols. So what the
documents of the Second Vatican Council seem to imply that there are great multitudes of
persons who reject Christ and are nevertheless saved. Therefore, they are not appropriate
subjects for evangelization. You do not go out and share the Gospel with these people.
More recently, we have begun to see a compromise on the part of evangelicals on this
issue as well. In 1992, the late Clark Pinnock gave an address to the Evangelical
Theology Group at the American Academy of Religion meeting in San Francisco.
Pinnock said, “I am appealing to evangelicals to make the shift to a more inclusive
outlook much the way the Catholics did at Vatican II.”271 In his speech, Pinnock
expressed optimism that great numbers of the unevangelized will be saved. “God will
find faith in people without the person even realizing he or she had it.” Pinnock even
entertains the possibility of people being given another chance after death freed from the
effects of sin. After they die, the effects of sin – the blinders of sin – will be removed, and
they will be given a second chance to embrace Christ as a way of salvation. He says,
“Imagine it! People are raised from the dead by the power of Jesus’ resurrection, free of
whatever had obscured the love of God and prevented them from receiving it in life. God
is a serious lover who wants everyone with no opportunity to respond to his offer to have
one. No sinner is excluded, who having been included in salvation by God but lacking
opportunity, to respond to grace.” Pinnock realized that his view raises an obvious
question: doesn’t this undermine both the rationale and the urgency of the task of world
mission? Doesn’t this undercut the Great Commission to preach the Gospel to every
creature regarding both its rationale and urgency? He says no, it does not, and he gives
three reasons in defense. (1) God has called us to engage in mission work, and we should
obey. Now notice that doesn’t provide any rationale for why God should issue such a
pointless command. It just amounts to blind obedience to a command for which there is
no rationale. Why would God command that, when these people are already saved? (2)
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He says, missions is broader than just securing people’s eternal destiny. In other words,
we are back to the Christian Peach Corps again, all the social improvements a mission
can bring. While that certainly is a part of sharing the Gospel, that doesn’t provide any
rationale for sharing the Good News of salvation through Christ as opposed to just social
improvement. (3) He says, missions should be positive. It is not an ultimatum, “Believe
or be damned!” Well, of course, it has got to be positive; but nevertheless it is really hard
to understand, on Pinnock’s view, what urgency there is to the task of world
evangelization, since these people are already saved.272
So it seems to me that this sort of view does, in fact, undermine the rationale and urgency
of the task of completing the Great Commission. It is interesting that in recent years this
sort of inclusivistic attitude promoted by Pinnock has taken further root in evangelical
theology. I think, for example, of Rob Bell, the megachurch pastor, in his book Love
Wins, who envisions very much the same sort of scenario that Pinnock does. I find it
ironic that we here in the 21st century, who are on the verge of completing the task of
world evangelization – we have the manpower, we have the money, we have the
technology to complete the task of the Great Commission in our lifetimes – I find it so
ironic that as we are on the threshold of doing so, it should be the church’s own
theologians who should try to trip her at the finish line.

DISCUSSION
Question: Personally, I am kind of sympathetic to some of these views. Of course, that
question did come up for me as I explored these views. What I thought is that we should
not deny that Christianity has more meaning than just saving people. There is a deeper
meaning and a very real personal experience about coming to Christianity – like any
other enlightening view, whether it is scientific or religious. If you believe in something
and have the evidence to support it, then you should share it – the exchange of ideas.
Christianity has personal significance and can help people overcome trials, etc. So it has
sort of an importance beyond just “OK, we get to go to heaven.”
Answer: Certainly what you are saying is true. But think of what a realignment of the
priorities of world missions that sort of attitude would bring. What it would mean is that
the task is basically one of disciple building. These people are already saved; you are not
saving them from damnation or giving them eternal life. They’ve already got that – now
you are just sort of building them in their understanding and working out Christianity in
their lives. As important as that is, it seems to me it just pales by comparison to finding
eternal life as opposed to eternal damnation apart from God. Therefore it seems to me
that it does decrease the urgency of the task of world mission in an exponential way.
Question: This is an issue of primary and secondary concerns. Certainly we should try to
alleviate suffering while we are sharing the Gospel, but it is a very slippery slope when
you get off focus. Look at groups like – I’m concerned with World Vision. Richard Stern
wrote a good book The Hole in Our Gospel. A lot of good stuff; but when you look at the
literature, the aspect of the Gospel is very minimal. It is hard to find. I’m not saying it is
not done when they do these water works and these various things, but if you take
272
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another organization that started doing that – the YMCA and YWCA – look what
happened to them. They are non-existent as a salt and light organization. But they made
that strategic decision that they were going to reflect the Gospel socially, and there is no
vestige of it anymore in the YMCA or YWCA.
Answer: That is right, yes, and there are other examples. The Student Volunteer
Movement was a sort of Campus Crusade for Christ at one time and then, as you say,
became wholly committed to social improvement and completely lost its evangelistic
edge and ceased to exist.273 So this is an admonition for us to be extremely careful about
how we interpret the task of world mission.
Question: Let’s say that we reached all the people groups this year – by the end of 2011.
And next year everybody in those places were saved. But all the people who died before
today in those places – would they be saved? That’s my first question. If they are able to
get to heaven in some way other than through the blood of Jesus Christ, would that not
have made his death on the cross in vain?
Answer: These are excellent questions. What you are pointing out is it’s not just those
who are currently unreached, but what about those who lived during previous generations
who will never be reached because they are now dead? I think the logic of the argument
is the same for both groups of these people. As we deal in coming lectures with the
logical problem that this presents to Christian particularists, we can apply it to that as
well. So rather than say what I am going to be saying, we will just hang on to that and
come back to it. Good question!
Next time we are going to look more specifically at the challenge of religious pluralism,
which has arisen in response to the heightened awareness of mankind’s religious
diversity.274
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 27
Religious Pluralism
We have been talking in our lesson about the exclusivity of salvation through Christ. We
saw that, while this was the common assumption of the early and medieval church (that
salvation was available through Christ and Christ alone), this doctrine began to go into
demise with the “Expansion of Europe” between 1450 and 1750, as new civilizations and
new worlds were discovered that had not so much as even heard of Jesus Christ, much
less believed in him. We saw that this heightened awareness of the religious diversity of
mankind has had negative missiological effects. Rather than thinking of the Great
Commission as the command to go out to a lost and dying world and bring people to
salvation and a relationship with God, missions has been largely reinterpreted to be a sort
of social engagement with the third world – means of improving water, sanitation,
fighting disease, helping agriculture, and so forth – but not really bringing lost and dying
people into the Kingdom of God.

Religious Pluralism
As serious as those missiological consequences have been, the theological consequences
have been just as serious. The most radical response, theologically, to our heightened
sense of the religious diversity of mankind has been religious pluralism. The pluralist
finds it simply unconscionable that any one particular religion could be true and that all
the other religions of the world should be false. Whereas Christianity is a particularistic
religion, the pluralist rejects religious particularism in favor of a pluralistic approach.
This religious pluralism comes in two forms: what I call unsophisticated religious
pluralism and sophisticated religious pluralism. Let me say a word about each of these.
Unsophisticated religious pluralism responds to the religious diversity of mankind by
saying, “Well, they are all true! All of the world’s religions are basically saying the same
thing.” This view, which you very often find on the lips of college sophomores and
laypeople, just evinces, frankly, tremendous ignorance of the teachings of the world’s
great religions. Anybody who has studied even a little bit of comparative religion knows
that the worldviews that are propounded by these different religions are diametrically
opposed to each other. Therefore, they cannot all be true. Just take, for example, Islam
and Buddhism. Their worldviews have almost nothing in common with each other. Islam
believes that there is a personal God who has created the world and who is omnipotent,
omniscient, and holy. Islam believes that man is sinful and in need of God’s forgiveness
and that everlasting heaven or hell awaits us after death. It believes that we have to earn
our salvation by putting our faith in God and by performing righteous deeds. Buddhism
denies all of those things! For the classical Buddhist, ultimate reality is impersonal, not
personal. The world is uncreated. There is no enduring self, no soul. Life’s ultimate goal
is not personal immortality but rather annihilation – being reabsorbed into the Absolute,
into the All. The ideas of sin and salvation play absolutely no role at all in this religion.
You could multiply these sorts of examples endlessly. Clearly, all of these religions
cannot be true because they have mutually contradictory views about the nature of God

199
and ultimate reality, about the nature of the world, about man, about moral values, about
what salvation is, and so forth.275 Now all of these conflicting views could be false, right?
But very clearly they cannot all be true. Therefore, I think unsophisticated religious
pluralism, despite its being the conventional wisdom in some circles, simply is untenable.
What the sophisticated religious pluralist says is that all of the world’s religions are, in
fact, false. They are all false. None of them is true. Rather, they are all culturally relative
ways of misconstruing ultimate reality. Ultimate reality, which you can’t really accurately
call “God” because of the connotations that has in Western culture, should be given some
non-descript name like “The Real” or “The Absolute.” That is what ultimate reality is.
And nothing can be known about it. It has no properties and no characteristics. It is
utterly non-descript. The Real is just sort of a blank, as it were. But the world’s religions
all picture The Real in different ways according to their culture. None of these is
accurate. Though they are all literally false, nevertheless, the different world religions are
all equally effective in transforming people’s lives by making them less self-centered,
helping them to live good lives, and so forth. So, although all of the world’s religions are
literally false – being just culturally relative misinterpretations of The Real – , still they
are all effective in transforming people’s lives in a good way. That is sophisticated
religious pluralism.
Sophisticated religious pluralism raises a number of questions, but I want to focus on just
one in our time together, namely, why should we think that religious pluralism is true?
Why think that one particular religion cannot be true? What is wrong with religious
particularism? Specifically, what is wrong with Christian particularism?

DISCUSSION
Question: Where I thought you were going with the unsophisticated pluralism was
exactly what you said, but I think it is obvious that you can’t have two beliefs that are
true when they are diametrically opposed to each other. However, what I hear more is
“Buddhism is true for you, but not for me.” Maybe I am misunderstanding it, but it is the
“All roads lead to heaven” kind of idea. Maybe that is what you are calling sophisticated
pluralism. It is more of this thought that what is good for you is good for you and what is
good for me is good for me, and all roads lead to the same place; we just have our own
cultural belief systems, and they are all valid.
Answer: I think what you described is a confused mish-mash of a number of issues.
Taken literally what you said – Buddhism is literally true for Ming but Christianity is true
for John and Islam is true for Abdul – that is not an expression of either of these views.
That would be an expression of a philosophical view that we could call Ontological
Relativity. That is to say, that there is no objective way the world is. There is no objective
reality. Each person literally inhabits a different world. In your world there really is a God
who created the world, who made the Big Bang, and so forth.276 But for the Buddhist, the
world really is illusory, there was no Big Bang, there is no such being as God. Can you
see how radical this view is? Ontological Relativity is so off the deep end, I didn’t even
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think we’d mention it.
Followup: I’m sorry! I didn’t realize I was that far off the deep end!
Answer: No, no! It is worth bringing it out. This isn’t your view, I don’t think! The
Ontological Relativist is a really radical pluralist. He would say that there is no objective
truth, there is no objective way the world is, and therefore each of us shapes reality for
himself. If you really think about this view, it is so wild it is almost insane, really. Do we
really think that the Big Bang and the era of galaxy formation and the Jurassic Age
depends upon me for its existence? That I, somehow, shaped the past and the history of
the world? It doesn’t even make sense; how can those things exist prior to my being here
if they depend upon me for their existence? It is just crazy. It is a crazy view, first. But
then the other thing we can say about it is it’s a self-refuting view. It is not only crazy, it
is self-refuting – why? Because the Ontological Relativist says there is no objective way
the world is. Now, is that statement objectively true or not? If it is, then there is an
objective reality described by the Ontological Relativist. So if he is affirming Ontological
Relativism is objectively the way it is, then he has affirmed objective reality. But if he
says, “No, no, it is just that way for me! Ontological Relativity is true for me, but it is not
true for you,” well, then, why worry about his view? He is just wrong in that case, if it’s
just his opinion. So the view, I think, is ultimately self-refuting.
What you kind of mingled in, or mish-mashed, with Ontological Relativity is saying
things like “Everybody gets to the same place in the end” and “All roads lead to God.”
That is more the unsophisticated religious pluralist who thinks all these religions are
basically saying the same thing, so we will all get to heaven. The problem with that is
that people like Buddhists don’t think there is any heaven. They don’t think there is any
soul that endures. Certain other religions deny the afterlife as well. So that is a very
Christocentric kind of view – to think we all get to the same place. That is assuming that
one view of the afterlife is true. So that is mixed up. But the view that what is good for
you is good for you but something else might be good for me – that is sophisticated
religious pluralism. It is saying we are not all going to wind up in the same place because
we don’t know what ultimate reality is like; but Islam can make you a good person if you
follow it, and Buddhism can make you a good person if you follow it faithfully, and
Christianity can change my life if I follow it faithfully. So I am going to go to church and
say the Lord’s Prayer and take mass and things of that sort. But it is all right for you to go
to the Buddhist temple and burn incense and do your thing because it doesn’t really
matter. Each one of these religions has a life-transforming value. That is more the
sophisticated pluralist.
Followup: Before we leave this, and I am left as crazy and self-refuting, I think what I
was aiming at was really the sophisticated, then. I did mix them up, but in my mind I
think I was leading toward whatever that Ultimate is. Then you have your own belief that
would get you to this Ultimate universal . . .
Answer: But you see – you are still assuming there is some destination that you are on
your way toward, and you can’t say that. I mean, for this sophisticated religious pluralism
view, the benefits of religion are entirely in this life. Because this is all we know! It is
reinterpreted as a means of a sort of life improvement here on this planet. But you can’t
say things like “We are all going to get to the same place someday” because that is
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assuming there is some place! And a lot of religions deny that, and to think that there is
some place is to abandon pluralism and assert that some particular religion is true with
regard to the afterlife.277 So the sophisticated religious pluralist scotches the afterlife – it
doesn’t play a role. Religion is a purely immanent phenomenon, not a transcendent
phenomenon. The benefits of religion are immanent in this life, and his claim is they all
are effective, and so different religions are good for different people.
Question: I had a question about neo-Kantians – like Immanuel Kant’s view where there
is a world that appears to be, there is a world as it is, which is different, and there is a
wall of antinomy between the two. Some pluralists believe that the world as it appears to
be has the different religions, but it all connects to the same God in the noumenal world
or the world as it is. Is that sophisticated, unsophisticated, or just some completely
different idea.
Answer: That does bear some resemblance to sophisticated religious pluralism in the
sense that, in the philosophy of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, he believed that
reality in itself is unknowable, we can’t say anything about what it is like . . .
Followup: And yet he knows that, too!
Answer: Yeah, well, that’s the self-contradiction! But reality in itself is non-descript. It is
kind of like what the religious pluralist is saying. Kant thought that we structure it by
certain categories of our mind and forms that we impose on our sense perceptions. I
suppose the difference with the religious pluralist and Kant would be Kant thought that
these forms and categories are universal among people, whereas the religious pluralist
emphasizes the diversity. You interpret The Real one way, and I interpret The Real
another way, so although the noumenon (the thing itself) is as it is, appearances are
different. The Real appears to the Muslim different than The Real appears to the
Christian. What the pluralist wants to say is that both of these views are false. They are
really false perceptions of The Real because we really don’t know what The Real is like.
We can’t say anything about it.
Question: What we are dealing with in the real world, in the society in which we live, is
very much different than the society you and I came up in. My children who are in their
20s have gone to school, they are intelligent people, and they have a lot of friends that are
Muslims and Hindus, and they don’t approach this in an intellectually rigorous way. It is
an emotional rejection of the fact that here are these people that are their friends – they
know, they trust, they like – are being condemned to eternal damnation simply because
they don’t believe in Christ and are not going to. So your rigorous approach is nice, but
how do you deal with that in the real world?
Answer: Well, now you are asking a sort of pastoral, as opposed to philosophical,
question. I think that you have to tell people that unless they have good reasons for what
they believe, they are just going on the basis of their emotions, and that is not a legitimate
way to arrive at conclusions. While you appreciate and understand their emotions,
nevertheless, we need to think hard about this. If they are going to reject the Christian
view, they have to do so more than on emotional grounds. Maybe you could make an
unhappy comparison. Say, “You are just like the Bible-pounding televangelist preacher
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who just goes on the basis of pure emotions, and your rejection of the Christian view is
no more valid than his view because you are just both going on pure emotions rather than
on reason.” So we have got to look at what are the reasons for thinking religious
pluralism is true and that religious particularism is false. I don’t know any other way to
get around it but to just make people think hard about it.

Bad Arguments for Religious Pluralism
With that having been said, let me go on to talk about some of the arguments that are
offered for religious pluralism because I think that there are some arguments on behalf of
religious pluralism that are just obvious logical fallacies and can therefore be quickly
dismissed.278
For example, pluralists will very often say that it is arrogant and immoral to claim that
any one particular religion is true. If you claim Christ is the only way, you are an arrogant
person and therefore immoral. This seems to be a textbook example of a logical fallacy
which is called by philosophers “argument ad hominem.” That is Latin for “against the
person” or “against the man.” What is that? Argument ad hominem is trying to invalidate
a position by attacking the character of the person who holds to it. You try to invalidate a
person’s position by attacking his personal character, like saying he is arrogant or
immoral; therefore his view is false. This is clearly a logical fallacy, and this can be easily
illustrated. Imagine an AIDS researcher who has finally hit upon a successful AIDS
vaccine. But also imagine that this fellow is incredibly conceited. He looks down on his
colleagues as mental midgets because they didn’t discover the AIDS vaccine. He thinks
he is the most brilliant medical researcher in the world, and he thinks he deserves a Nobel
Prize for his discovery. He is completely arrogant and conceited. Now does the fact that
this man is arrogant and that he is immoral and has a character flaw mean that he hasn’t
discovered a successful AIDS vaccine? Would you, if you had AIDS, refuse to take his
vaccine because he is arrogant and immoral? Obviously not! The truth of his claim is
independent of his personal character. In exactly the same way, it is simply irrelevant to
the truth of any particular religion whether or not its adherents are arrogant or not. So the
argument is clearly logically fallacious.
But in any case, why should we think that religious particularists are arrogant? Why is
that true? Suppose that I’ve done my dead level best to figure out the truth about God and
the world. Suppose I’ve prayed and I’ve studied the different world religions and I’ve
sought God and I’ve read books and I’ve cried out to God from my heart and suppose I
am convinced that Christianity is true. What else can I do but believe in it? I think it is
true! If I think it is true, what else can I do but believe in it? Does that make me arrogant
and immoral? I think it is very hard to see why that would follow. I think believing in the
truth of one particular religion doesn’t imply arrogance or immorality at all.
Thirdly, a final irony of this objection is that it turns out to be a double-edged sword. For
if it is arrogant to hold to a religious belief which is rejected by most other people and
implies that their views are false, then it follows that the religious pluralist is himself
arrogant and immoral. Religious pluralists, remember, think that everybody else’s views
278
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are false – that all of the world’s religions are false and that the religious pluralist alone
has seen the truth. Religious pluralists, who are a tiny fraction of the population of
mankind, alone are right, and everybody else is wrong! I mean, how arrogant can you
get? So this turns out really to be a double-edged sword – if it is valid against the
particularist, it is equally valid against the religious pluralist.
Another bad argument against religious particularism that you will very often hear is that
people’s religious beliefs are culturally relative. If you had been born in Pakistan, they
would tell you, you probably would have been a Muslim. But if you had been born in
Ireland, then you probably would be a Catholic. Therefore, none of these particular
religious beliefs can be true; they are all culturally relative. Again, this seems to be a
textbook example of a logical fallacy which philosophers call “the genetic fallacy.”279
This is the fallacy of trying to invalidate a person’s view by showing how the person
came to hold that view. It tries to invalidate his view by showing the genesis, or the
origin, of that view. This is, again, clearly fallacious. For example, if you had been born
in ancient Greece, you probably would have believed that the sun goes around the Earth
and probably thought that the Earth was flat. Does that mean that your belief that the
Earth goes around the sun and that the Earth is a sphere is therefore false or unjustified?
Obviously not! It commits the genetic fallacy to say simply that because, if you had been
born someplace else, you would have had different beliefs, therefore your belief is false
or unjustified. Again, this argument also turns out to be a double-edged sword. Think
about it. If the religious pluralist had been born in Pakistan or in Ireland, he probably
would have been a religious particularist, right? And that proves, therefore, that his belief
in religious pluralism is false or unjustified. He is a religious pluralist because he just
happened to be born in late 20th century Western society. But if he had been born
someplace else, in all likelihood he would have been a religious particularist! So by his
own lights, religious pluralism is false or unjustified. So this argument also turns out to
be a double-edged sword.
Many of the most popular arguments that you hear repeated all the time for religious
pluralism and against particularism, I think, are just textbook examples of logical
fallacies like argument ad hominem and the genetic fallacy.

DISCUSSION
Question: I just had a comment to underscore what you are saying. We are told that the
Christian Gospel is the only way of salvation. That sounds exclusive and narrow and
limited and politically incorrect and intolerant. But the question is not whether it is
palatable; it is whether it is true or false. An analogy would be if this building were on
fire and there is only one way out. To tell people there is only one way out may sound
narrow and exclusive, but the question is: is it true?
Answer: And that might be very unwelcome news if you are in the burning building and
are told there is only one exit. That would be very unwelcome! But that is irrelevant to
the truth. Good point!
279
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Question: On the first one, where it says arrogant and immoral and in addressing the
point about having friends and our emotional attachments: you don’t apply that standard
to any other area of life. When these friends go about their business – they have calendars
and schedules and drive cars – they don’t assume that all of this is relativistic. They
operate in a world where you have realities and truths and falsehoods. In no other sphere
of life do they apply this idea that everything is the same regardless of what you believe.
Answer: I think you have put your finger on a very important point that we haven’t
emphasized so far. And it is this: I think the reason that some people are so offended at
this idea is because they don’t think that matters of religion are matters of fact. They
think they are matters of taste. It would seem presumptuous for me to try to say that it is
objectively true that vanilla tastes better than chocolate. It may taste better to me, but it
might not taste better to you. So who am I to go around telling everybody else vanilla
tastes better than chocolate? I think that people think that religious beliefs are more like
that. They are matters of taste. They are not like the Big Bang theory or the General
Theory of Relativity or Darwinian Evolution or things which are matters of fact. What we
need to help them understand, as you pointed out in comparing this to other areas of life
where we are talking about matters of fact or the other example about the burning
building, which is a classic example of a matter of fact, – we are talking about religious
beliefs in terms of their factual content.280 Is there really a Creator and Designer of the
universe? Do we have an immortal soul? And so forth. If these are matters of fact that we
are talking about, then you can’t just dismiss them as true for you and not true for me
because they are not matters of taste. That is a very fundamental, cultural challenge that
we as Christians face. It is helping people to see that when we share the Gospel we are
talking about real matters of fact that are true or false, not just matters of taste which are
person-relative.
Let me just say, in conclusion, please don’t think that because there are these superficial,
fallacious arguments on behalf of pluralism that pluralism is not a real challenge to
Christianity. On the contrary, I think that pluralism does pose a very serious challenge to
Christianity. But by clearing away these fallacious objections first, we can get to the real
heart of the matter, which we will do the next time.281
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 28
The Fate of Unbelievers
We have been looking at religious pluralism. Last time we looked at some bad arguments
for religious pluralism, but I want to caution you that simply because there are fallacious
arguments that are offered on behalf of religious pluralism, doesn’t mean that religious
pluralism isn’t a serious challenge to Christian belief. On the contrary, I think religious
pluralism does pose a very serious challenge to Christian particularism. But getting rid of
these fallacious arguments can help us to clear the underbrush, so to speak, so as to reveal
the real problem.

The Fate of Unbelievers
It seems to me the real problem that is occasioned by religious particularism concerns the
fate of unbelievers who lie outside of one’s own religious tradition. That is an especially
poignant problem for us Christians because we believe that salvation from sin and eternal
life are available only through Jesus Christ’s atoning death on the cross. Given the
universality of sin and the uniqueness of Christ’s sacrificial death, there is no salvation
outside of Christ. You can only find salvation through Jesus Christ, and religious
pluralists find this attitude simply unconscionable.
Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the life of my own doctoral advisor John Hick at
the University of Birmingham in England. Professor Hick began his career as a Christian
theologian as a relatively conservative Christian. His very first book was entitled
Christianity at the Centre. That is where he thought Christianity should be. But as
Professor Hick began to study the religions of the world, and particularly he began to
meet adherents in Birmingham of these various great world religions and found what
good and decent people they are, he found it just incredible to think that all of these
people could be going to hell. To him it seemed that their religions must also be equally
valid avenues of salvation as well as the Christian way. So he began to move more and
more in the direction of religious pluralism. Now he understood what that implied. That
meant that Jesus Christ had to be moved out of the center and somehow marginalized –
put on the periphery. So Hick embraced a radical form of what I’ve called sophisticated
religious pluralism, according to which God, or as he puts it, The Real, is simply this
unknown ultimate which is falsely pictured in all of the various world religions, but all of
them are equally effective in transforming our lives to become less self-centered people
and people more centered on The Real. This is what he writes about the implications for
traditional Christianity. He says,
For understood literally the Son of God, God the Son, God-incarnate language
implies that God can be adequately known and responded to only through Jesus;
and the whole religious life of mankind, beyond the stream of Judaic-Christian
faith is thus by implication excluded as lying outside the sphere of salvation. This
implication did little positive harm so long as Christendom was a largely
autonomous civilization with only relatively marginal interaction with the rest of
mankind. But with the clash between the Christian and Muslim worlds, and then

206
on an ever-broadening front with European colonization through the earth, the
literal understanding of the mythological language of Christian discipleship has
had a divisive effect upon the relations between that minority of human beings
who live within the borders of the Christian tradition and that majority who live
outside it and within other streams of religious life.
Transposed into theological terms, 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?282
His answer to that question is no, it is not credible.283 Therefore, he came to deny the
incarnation of Christ, and he wrote a book entitled The Myth of God Incarnate, in which
he denies the deity of Jesus Christ.
So I think you can see that the theological implications of religious pluralism are even
more far reaching and damaging than the missiological implications that we talked about
earlier. 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 one’s own particular religious
tradition.
But, we may ask, what exactly is the problem supposed to be here? Help us to understand
what the problem is that is raised by the fate of persons outside of one’s own religious
tradition. Is it just the idea that a loving God would not send people to hell? Is that what
the problem is – that a loving God would not send people to hell? As I think about it, it
seems to me that that is not the nub of the problem. The Bible says that God desires all
persons to be saved and to come to know him and eternal life. Let’s just look at a couple
of passages. 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count
slowness, but is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all
should reach repentance.” So God’s desire is that no one would perish and that everyone
would reach repentance. Then look at 1 Timothy 2:4. Paul says “God our Savior desires
all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” Therefore, God draws all
persons to himself. He tries to save all persons. He is not willing that any should perish.
His desire is that all persons should reach salvation and come to the knowledge of the
truth. What that means, I think, is that anybody who makes a free and well-informed
decision to reject Christ seals his own fate. In a sense, God doesn’t send anybody to hell.
God pleads with people to come to him. He tries to save people. He tries to draw them to
himself. But people shut their hearts against God’s grace. They resist the drawing of his
Holy Spirit. They repulse God from themselves. They irrevocably separate themselves
from God forever. So people who are in hell are like the drowning man who consistently
pushes the life preserver away that has been thrown to him. He is like the person in the
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burning building who locks the door from the inside against the firefighters who are
trying to get in to rescue him. He is like a person who chooses to remain in a condemned
building rather than to escape before its destruction. He freely and irrevocably separates
himself from God against God’s will and every effort to save him. Therefore, I think, in a
real sense such a person is self-condemned. I don’t think that the problem raised by
religious diversity is simply the idea that a loving God wouldn’t send people to hell. God
gives people freedom to irrevocably separate themselves from him forever by resisting
his will and his every effort to save them.284
If that is not the problem, could it be instead, then, the idea that a loving God would not
send people to hell because they were uninformed or misinformed about Christ? Is that
what the problem is? That many of the unevangelized or only marginally evangelized
have never heard about Jesus Christ or maybe they heard a distorted, twisted image of
Christ and so rejected that caricature but not the real Christ? Is the problem with religious
diversity that it would be unloving for God to send people to hell because they are
uninformed or misinformed about Christ? Again, as I reflect upon it, it seems to me that
that is not really the nub of the problem because the New Testament seems to indicate
that God doesn’t judge people who have not heard the Gospel on the basis of whether or
not they have placed their faith in Christ. That would be manifestly unfair. He couldn’t
expect people to believe in Christ who have never heard of him or had only heard a
distorted caricature of him. According to Scripture, God will judge the unevangelized, not
on the basis of their response to the Gospel which they never heard, but he will judge
them on the basis of his general revelation in nature and in conscience. In Romans 2:7
where Paul talks about God’s general revelation in conscience and in nature, he says “to
those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will
give eternal life.” I take this to be a bona fide offer that is universally available.
Let me add quickly that that does not mean people can be saved apart from Christ.
Rather, it suggests that people can have the benefits of Christ’s death applied to them
even though they didn’t have a conscious knowledge of Christ. Just as you might find
yourself suddenly the heir to a fortune from an unknown rich uncle that you never knew
you had, so these persons, through their response to God’s general revelation in nature
and conscience, could find themselves beneficiaries of Christ’s atoning death without
having a conscious knowledge of Christ. They would be like certain persons in the Old
Testament. Many Old Testament figures had no conscious expectation of the Messiah.
They lived before the prophets prophesized about Messiah. Or in some cases they weren’t
even members of the Old Testament Abrahamic or Mosaic covenants. Think, for
example, of people like Job and Melchizedek. Job was called “my righteous servant” by
God285. But he wasn’t even a Jew, he wasn’t an Israelite, he was from Uz. Melchizedek,
who met Abraham, was called the priest of the most high God286, but he obviously wasn’t
a descendant of Abraham; he wasn’t a Jew. He had some independent knowledge of God.
So clearly there are persons in the Old Testament who are beneficiaries of Christ’s
atoning death who had no conscious knowledge of Christ because they had responded in
an appropriate way to the revelation that God had given them.
284

10:07
cf. Job 1:8, 2:3
286
cf. Genesis 14:18
285

208
Unfortunately, when we read Romans 1, I think we have to say, candidly, that most
people don’t measure up even to these much lower standards of general revelation, if any
do. Maybe a few might respond appropriately and be saved and God would apply to them
the benefits of Christ’s blood. But I think if we are candid, we have to say that Romans 1
doesn’t give us any grounds for optimism about this. If anything, Romans 1 would incline
us to think that there is just universal condemnation to people based on their failure to
respond to God’s general revelation in nature and conscience. Nevertheless, the fact
remains that salvation is universally accessible for anyone who would respond to God’s
general revelation in nature and conscience. So the problem isn’t simply that a loving
God wouldn’t send people to hell because they were uninformed or misinformed about
Christ. I agree with that. He wouldn’t send them to hell for that. God is a fair and just
God, and he will judge them on the basis of the light that they have. Therefore, if they
will respond to the light that they have, they will be saved.287 So I don’t think that is the
real problem.
Rather it seems to me, as I reflect on this issue, that the real problem is this: if God is allknowing, then he knew who would freely receive Christ and be saved and who would
not. Even before he created the world, God knew who would freely respond to the Gospel
and be saved and who would freely reject it and be lost. But if that is the case then certain
very difficult questions arise. For example,
(1) Why didn’t God bring the Gospel to people who would accept it if they heard it, even
though they reject his general revelation in nature and conscience that they do have? Why
didn’t God bring the Gospel to people who reject his general revelation but who would
have responded to his special revelation had they heard it? For example, let’s imagine a
North American Indian living on the Great Plains during the Middle Ages before
missionaries came to this continent. Let’s call him Walking Bear. Let’s suppose that as
Walking Bear looks up at the stars at night and looks at the beauty and intricacy of nature
around him, he senses that all of this has been made by the Great Spirit. And as he looks
into his own heart he senses there the moral law written on his heart by the Great Spirit,
telling him that all men are brothers and that we should live in love for one another. But
instead of worshipping the Great Spirit and obeying his moral law, let’s suppose that
Walking Bear turns his back on the Great Spirit and instead constructs gods of his own
making or worships the spirits of the forest and the trees and objects of nature around
him. And instead of living in love for his fellow man, he lives selfishly and with hatred
and rapacity in his heart toward his fellow man. Now I think you would all agree that
when judged by God on the basis of his general revelation, Walking Bear would be justly
condemned before God.
But now suppose that if only the missionaries had arrived, Walking Bear would have
believed the Gospel and would have been saved! In that case, it seems that his eternal
damnation hinges upon the contingent facts of history and geography. He just had the bad
luck to be born at a time and place in history where the Gospel had not yet reached. So
his eternal fate hinges upon the accidents of history and geography. Is it consistent with a
loving and just God that Walking Bear would be condemned for something beyond his
control – for his bad luck of where and when he was born?
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(2) Even more fundamentally, why did God even create the world when he knew that so
many people would not receive Christ and be lost? If God knew that so many people
would fail to believe in the Gospel freely and be saved, then why did he even bother to
create the world? Why not just do nothing and not create anybody at all?
(3) Even more radically, why didn’t God create a world in which everyone freely receives
the Gospel and is saved? Now this would not be a puppet world or a robot world. We are
not talking about a world where God pulls the strings and makes people believe in Christ.
We are talking about a world in which everybody freely embraces Christ and is saved.
Such a world must be logically possible because it is not logically necessary that anybody
reject Christ and be lost. There is a logically possible world, surely, in which everyone
freely chooses to place his faith in Christ and is saved. So why didn’t God create a world
like that – a world of universal salvation in which everyone freely receives Christ and is
saved?
What is the Christian supposed to say in answer to these difficult questions? Does
Christianity make God out to be cruel and unloving? In order to answer these difficult
questions, I think we need to penetrate more deeply into the logic of the objection that is
being presented to us.288

DISCUSSION
Question: What is an example of how God might reveal himself through general
revelation and what is an example of a response to God’s general revelation that would be
a saving response? How is salvation through general revelation not the same as salvation
by works?
Answer: That is a very good question. The third is related to the second. By his revelation
in nature and conscience, Paul says that God’s eternal power and deity are clearly
perceived in the things that have been made. So I take it that he means that when you
look, for example, at the structure of a leaf and the incredible complexity of it, this
bespeaks of a sort of Designer. Maybe he thinks that the very existence of the cosmos
suggests that there must be an ultimate ground for it – a kind of cosmological argument,
as it were, for God. So I would say that he would think that in nature we perceive the
invisible qualities of God, like his power, his intelligence, and his existence. Then, in the
moral law, written on the heart, he says that people who do not have the Mosaic Law
have a sense in their own hearts of right and wrong, that they know that it is wrong to
hate others, for example. They know it is wrong to kill innocent people. So there is this
intuitive sense that they have within about God’s moral law. If that is right, and if it’s
right that all men are sinners, that would mean that every person would have an acute
consciousness of having failed to live up to this moral law. If he senses that moral law on
his heart, then he will also be convicted of his failure to live up to the moral law that God
has given, and he will realize he is in desperate need of God’s mercy and forgiveness –
that there is nothing he can do to live a perfect moral life, that he is a moral failure, and
there is nothing he can do to redeem himself. And so he will need to fling himself on the
mercy of this God. That is what I take to be a saving response to general revelation. It is
288
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not works-generated righteousness. Paul says no one will be saved through that. But
rather it would be flinging oneself upon the grace and the mercy of this God who has
created everything and asking him for his forgiveness and placing one’s faith in him. So it
would be salvation by grace through faith. It is exactly the same principle. It is just that
the object of faith would be the God of nature rather than Christ because he had not heard
of Christ. So I take it this would not be salvation by works; it would be salvation by grace
through faith, if people will simply avail themselves of it. But I want to emphasize again
that I am not some sort of broad inclusivist. I think anyone who takes Romans 1 seriously
would have to say that there is hardly anybody, if anybody, who fits into this category.
Question: Does the pluralist have the same problem of particularism with other religions?
Answer: Yes. You mean like Islam, for example, or certain other religions that have
particular claims? Yes, it is not just Christianity.
Question: Under this system of thought, how would this conviction from the general
revelation come about? In Romans 9, when he talks about the twins before they were
born, he hated Esau and loved Jacob, and Paul says “I will have mercy on who I will have
mercy upon.” Then he goes into how he raised Pharaoh up for his particular purpose. My
question centers around the Reformed position that says there is this elect that God has
chosen before the foundation of the world that would bring him glory through his mercy,
and everybody else is condemned and bring glory through his wrath.289
Answer: Let me address very briefly the second part of your question first. I don’t think
there is anything in this that I’ve said that determines whether you are Arminian or
Reformed. What the Reformed person could say is that among the unevangelized are
some elect – some people are elect through their response to general revelation. So I
don’t think this is a Reformed/Arminian divide at all. In response to the first part of your
question about conviction, listen to what Paul says in Romans 2:14-16. He says,
When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are
a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what
the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears
witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day
when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.
Here he seems to present people who are apart from the Jewish law as having a conflicted
conscience. Their conscience tells them, “It is all right what you’ve done here; but you’ve
been wrong there.” So they are in moral turmoil because of their conflicted conscience, as
a result of being aware of the moral law and their failure to live up to it. So I take it this
would be feeling guilty about certain things you’ve done, like how greedy you are or how
unloving you are or how selfish you are – that all persons can have a consciousness of
their sin simply based upon the moral law of God written on their hearts and without a
knowledge of Mosaic Law.290
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 29
The Fate of Those that Never Hear the Gospel
We have been talking in our lesson about the problem of religious pluralism. We saw last
time that the essence of the problem posed by religious diversity is not simply that a
loving God wouldn’t send people to hell. I argued that, in a sense, God doesn’t send
anybody to hell. Rather, on the New Testament view, people irrevocably and freely
separate themselves from God forever despite his will and his every effort to save them.
Nor, I argued, is the problem simply that God wouldn’t send people to hell because they
were uninformed or misinformed about Christ. What we saw is that, according to the
New Testament, God doesn’t judge people who have never heard of Christ on the same
basis that he judges people who have heard of Christ. To do otherwise would be
manifestly unfair. Rather, God will judge those who have never heard the Gospel on the
basis of their response to the light that they have. So the problem isn’t simply one of
people’s being uninformed or misinformed.

The Fate of Those that Never Hear the Gospel
Rather, it seems to me, the essence of the problem lies in persons who have never heard
the Gospel of Christ and who reject God’s general revelation in nature and conscience
and so find themselves rightly condemned before God, but who would have believed in
the Gospel if only they had heard it. It seems that the damnation of such persons hinges
upon the accidents of geography and history. They just had the bad luck to be born in the
wrong place before the missionaries arrived with the Gospel. Surely that seems wrong or
incompatible with the existence of an all-loving and all-powerful God, that he would
allow people to go to hell for all eternity simply because of the contingent accidents of
history and geography.
As we think about this problem, I think we need to penetrate more deeply into the logic
of the problem that it presents to us. Basically what the objection seems to be saying is
this: it is impossible for God to be all-powerful and all-loving and yet for some people
never to hear the Gospel and be lost.
1. God is all-powerful and all-loving.
2. Some people never hear the Gospel and are lost.
Let’s think about that. There isn’t any explicit contradiction between the proposition God
is all-powerful and all-loving and the proposition Some people never hear the Gospel and
are lost. After all, one is not the contradiction of the other; one is not the negation of the
other. If the religious pluralist is saying that these are contradictory, he must be assuming
some sort of implicit assumptions that would serve to bring out the contradiction and
make it explicit. If he thinks these are implicitly contradictory, then he has to be making
certain hidden assumptions that would bring out the contradiction and make it explicit.
So the question is: what are those hidden assumptions? I must say, in my reading of the
literature of religious pluralism, I have never seen any religious pluralist attempt to
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identify what those hidden assumptions are. But let’s be generous. Let’s try to help the
religious pluralist out a little bit here by trying to identify what these hidden assumptions
are so that we can assess them.
It seems to me that there are two hidden assumptions that the religious pluralist is
making. First, I think he assumes that if God is all-powerful, then God can create a world
in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved. If God is really all-powerful,
then it lies within his ability to create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and
freely embraces it.291 Secondly, he seems to be assuming as well that if God is all-loving,
then God would prefer a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved.
Assumption 1.

If God is all-powerful, then He can create a world in which
everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved.

Assumption 2.

If God is all-loving, then He prefers a world in which everybody
hears the Gospel and is freely saved.

If that is true, then it follows from (1), God’s being all-powerful and all-loving, that he
both could and would create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely
saved. That contradicts (2) – that some people never hear the Gospel and are lost. So I
think this probably does represent the two hidden assumptions that the pluralist is
making. If you make those two assumptions, then the propositions do become logically
incompatible with each other. So these do seem to be the assumptions that the religious
pluralist appears to be making.
Now the question is: are those assumptions necessarily true? In order for (1) and (2) to be
logically contradictory with each other, both of those assumptions have to be necessarily
true. But are they? Let’s think about them a little bit together.
Think about that first assumption, that if God is all-powerful, then he can create a world
in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely saved. Is that necessarily true? Well, I
think we would agree that it certainly lies within the power of an omnipotent being to
create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel. That doesn’t seem to be too
difficult. God could create a world in which the Gospel comes to every person he creates.
But what about the second part – that they would be freely saved? So long as God
chooses to create a world that has free people in it, there is no guarantee that everybody
would be freely saved. As we’ve seen before, it is logically impossible to make someone
freely do something. That is as logically impossible as making a cubic triangle or a round
square. As long as people are free, there is no guarantee that everyone would be saved
freely in a world in which everyone hears the Gospel. In fact, when you think about it,
really, there is absolutely no reason to think that in a world in which everybody hears the
Gospel the ratio between saved and lost would be any better than the ratio in the actual
world. That is just pure conjecture. It is possible that in any world of free creatures that
God could create at least some people would freely reject him and be lost. So that first
assumption is just not necessarily true. It is not necessarily true that if God is allpowerful, then he can create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and freely
embraces it.
On that basis alone, it follows that this argument for the incompatibility of (1) and (2) is
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invalid. The argument is fallacious. But what about the second assumption? Let’s look at
it as well for the sake of argument. Remember the second assumption was that if God is
all loving, then he prefers a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and is freely
saved. Is that necessarily true? Is it necessarily true that God would prefer a world in
which everyone hears the Gospel and is freely saved? Well, again, as I think about it, not
necessarily! These worlds in which everyone hears the Gospel and freely responds to it
might have other overriding deficiencies that make them less preferable. In other words,
universal salvation is not the only measure of the desirability of a world. The worlds in
which everyone hears the Gospel and freely responds to it might have other overriding
deficiencies that make them less preferable than a world in which some are lost. What
might these be? Well, I can think of one example. Suppose that the only worlds in which
everybody hears the Gospel and freely embraces it are worlds that have only, say, three or
four people in them – radically under-populated worlds – and if God were to create any
more people,292 then at least one of them would have rejected the Gospel and been lost.293
Does God’s being all-loving compel him to choose one of these sparsely populated
worlds over a world in which multitudes freely come to Christ and are saved, even
though some others freely reject him and are lost? That is far from obvious to me. As
long as God gives sufficient grace for salvation to every person that he creates, then I
don’t think he is any less loving for choosing or preferring one of these more populated
worlds even though that would mean that some people would freely reject his grace and
damn themselves forever. So that second assumption I don’t think is necessarily true. It is
logically possible that these worlds of universal salvation have overriding deficiencies
which make them less preferable so that God’s being all-loving doesn’t necessarily mean
he would choose one of those worlds. So the second assumption also turns out not to be
necessarily true.
So this argument is doubly fallacious. Neither of the hidden assumptions that are made in
order to show a contradiction between God’s being all-powerful and all-loving and some
people’s never hearing the Gospel and being lost is necessarily true.

DISCUSSION
Question: Just on that last point, it would seem to me that it would depend on how bad
eternal damnation is. Having two to three people that are saved may be much better than
having two to three people who are saved and millions who are not saved. Isn’t there
Scripture that says that it is better that you were not born than be eternally damned?
Answer: Certainly it does say that for those who are damned! I think that those who are
eternally lost, it would be better off for them if they had never been born. That is true, but
that doesn’t mean that the whole world shouldn’t have been created by God and that God
did something wrong in creating that world. I think you are right about the state of the
damned. They would have been better off never to have been created at all than to go to
hell. But that doesn’t negate the fact that God’s being all-loving wouldn’t compel him to
choose a world of universal salvation if it has other overriding deficiencies.
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Followup: The original premise of this, I think, rejects Romans 1 does it not?
Answer: What is the original premise?
Followup: As you described the original premise is that persons who haven’t heard the
Gospel and reject the general revelation. So they reject the general revelation of Romans
1. Is the acceptance of God through the general revelation pluralism?
Answer: No, I don’t think it is pluralism if you are saying (if I understand your question
right) people can be saved through their response to general revelation without a
knowledge of Christ. That would be what I call accessibilism. It would mean that
salvation is universally accessible, whether though general revelation or believing in the
Mosaic Law or the Abrahamic covenant or, in our age, the Gospel of Christ. Whether
anybody actually does access it is a further question. That would be, I think, inclusivism.
Inclusivists can range all the way from narrow inclusivism, where somebody might say,
“Yes, a few get in, but the vast majority are condemned by general revelation” to some
theologians who say that virtually everybody is included in salvation, even though they
are not aware of redemption in Christ. That is inclusivism. My bone to pick with
inclusivism is not that it is too radical, but that it is not radical enough. Because
inclusivism doesn’t deal with the problem that I am concerned about, namely, what about
these people who reject general revelation and so are condemned but who would have
received the Gospel gladly if they had heard it?294 You see, inclusivism has nothing to say
about that problem. Inclusivism only deals with how people access general revelation or
the Gospel and salvation. But it can’t deal with what I am calling a counterfactual
problem – what would they have done if they had heard the Gospel? So I am saying
inclusivism just doesn’t even address what I take to be the real heart of the problem,
which is this counterfactual problem.
Followup: Calvin has an answer to that, doesn’t he?
Answer: I am not sure that he does address that.
Followup: They weren’t chosen! They weren’t part of the elect.
Answer: Right! So, yes, on the Calvinistic view, there are no accidents of history and
geography. Everything is determined, and so God has simply determined who goes to hell
and who goes to heaven. That’s right. But that faces a different kind of problem about the
goodness of a God who would do such a thing.
Question: On your categorization of the people that reject general revelation, I don’t think
you can conclude that they would have received the Gospel. I don’t think that they would
have received the Gospel if they reject general revelation.
Answer: Why do you think that?
Followup: Because part of all of what Scripture says about Christ being the Creator of the
universe and he had us chosen before time and that we have eternal life. Why don’t we
have immortal life? Because we are created. We have eternal life because we are bonded
in the unio mystica from time immemorial. Our salvation is secure. It is spoken of before
Christ in general revelation. So I think they would not accept it, just like the story in the
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New Testament of Lazarus and the beggar, and he goes to hell, and he says, “Let someone
know about this and have somebody sent back from the dead,” and if they won’t receive
the word, they won’t accept it even if someone comes back from the dead.295
Answer: Yes, now that is an interesting parable, isn’t it? “If they won’t listen to Moses
and the prophets, neither would they believe if someone came back from the dead.” That
is an appeal to special revelation – right? – “Moses and the prophets.” The question that
you are raising is: if a person wouldn’t respond to general revelation, you are saying he
won’t respond to God’s Word? To the Gospel? To special revelation? I think the difficulty
with saying that is, generally speaking, the Gospel is thought to be more powerful than
general revelation. The Gospel, as Paul says, is the power of God for salvation.296 It
contains the Gospel of Christ; it contains the message of salvation in so much clearer a
way than God’s general revelation in nature and conscience. So, generally, it is difficult to
say that if a person won’t respond to the weak revelation that he wouldn’t have responded
to this much stronger revelation.
Followup: But the weaker is foundational. You have a Creator and an all-powerful God.
Answer: Yeah, but nevertheless, I can understand where you would say if somebody
won’t respond to the stronger, he wouldn’t have responded to the weaker. But it is harder
to say that if somebody doesn’t respond to the weak appeal, then he wouldn’t have
responded to the strong appeal. That doesn’t seem to make sense. But we will come back
to this. I think you are actually on the right track, but I want to push it a little more.
Followup: On the two statements, God’s emotive will, that aspect of God’s will, is that he
favors all to come to repentance. That is a part of his emotive will, but he has a purpose,
he has an absolute will, he has a prescriptive will, so that aspect of it is already present
from the second point. But both of those are self-contradictory. They said if you had a
Gospel and people would respond to it, it already implies that they have a need that there
has been a decision made to reject God, that they need the Gospel and they need to be
saved. So in a way the two questions are contradictory – why do they need the Gospel
and salvation in the first place? So that would seem to even be an antecedent to these
questions.
Answer: I guess I am not following you. It seems to me that the New Testament is very
clear that every person in the world knows God’s moral law – it is written on his heart297
– and therefore he is culpable before God for his sin. And the mass of humanity lies in
this state of condemnation, and we have the Great Commission to carry the Gospel out to
the world because these people, if they hear the Gospel, they will respond and be saved –
many of them – and if we don’t go, they won’t hear it.298
Followup: I agree except they are asking, in the question, they are saying there is a world
that God could make this all possible, but if God made a world where everybody was
conformist and on the same page and redeemed, there wouldn’t be any need for the
Gospel.
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Answer: Oh, now you are raising a deeper question – why doesn’t God create a sinless
world? I am not asking that. I am assuming that God creates a world in which people do
fall into sin. But then he has provided Christ, and why doesn’t he get the Gospel to every
person?
Question: What about a world, though, where there are people who respond to general
revelation – such as people of other religions, bare monotheists – but explicitly reject the
deity of Jesus – Jehovah’s Witnesses? I have spoken to Reformed Jews about this. It is
the same thing. “I believe in God, and I responded to general revelation, but we reject the
Gospel.” What is their status?
Answer: They would be condemned. That is very clear in the Scripture. Jesus says “he
who believes has eternal life; he who does not believe does not have eternal life.”299 So
anybody who consciously rejects the Gospel of Christ is condemned, even if he is a
monotheist and believes in a God of nature or something of that sort. So we are talking
exclusively about people who haven’t had a chance to hear the Gospel. Those are the
ones that we are concerned about. I don’t see any problem from the standpoint of
religious pluralism with people who hear the Gospel and reject it. The Scripture there is
very clear. That is just back to the question of would a loving God send people to hell
who make a conscious and free decision to reject the Gospel?
Followup: What do you think of the status of most Americans, for example, in a Mormon
community?
Answer: I am not going to make specific judgments about specific people. That is God’s
business, not mine. But just theologically what I want to say is that the Scripture is pretty
clear that people – well, it is not pretty clear, it is clear – those who have understood and
received the Gospel and repudiate it thereby separate themselves from God.
Question: I tend to agree with the earlier point on this, and let me throw this out and see
what you think. One of the basic components of the Gospel is the existence of God as
revealed in Romans 1 and in general revelation. If you are going to reject that, what is it
in the rest of the Gospel such that the sacrifice of his Son is going to override that basic
problem? So I would tend to think if you don’t believe in the existence of God, the rest of
the Gospel is powerless to save you.
Answer: Boy, you folks have a lot less confidence in the power of the Gospel than I do!
Look at all the people in the world to whom missionaries go – in New Guinea and Haiti –
who were involved in polytheism and just desperate situations, and they hear the Gospel,
and they embrace it and are saved. The Gospel is growing all over the world, in Africa
and places where people had only general revelation and they were lost; but when they
hear the Gospel, they get saved. Paul says this is the power of God for salvation. It is the
Gospel.
Followup: But they must accept general revelation in order to be saved. They must accept
that there is a God.
Answer: I don’t think so. Suppose you are a Haitian voodoo worshipper, and you are
involved in worship of these devil gods and things of this sort. But then you hear the
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Gospel of Christ, which tells you about a loving heavenly Father who has sent his Son
into the world to die for you, and you respond to that Gospel. Then you are responding to
a Gospel which includes the truths of general revelation, but you didn’t believe them
when all you had was the general revelation. But now you believe them because they are
entailed by the Gospel that you received.300 So don’t confuse accepting the truths that are
mediated by general revelation with accepting general revelation. I certainly think
anybody who embraces the Gospel will embrace the truths that are entailed by general
revelation. But that doesn’t mean they respond to general revelation itself, if you see what
I mean.
Followup: Yes, I think so.
Question: I am going to be on the same topic. Sorry! [laughter] You said that everybody,
through God’s conviction and moral law and things like that, has the ability to understand
that they would be culpable in front of God through general revelation or the witness of
the Holy Spirit through that and that the Gospel was the power of God to salvation. Could
it not be that the Gospel is the power to salvation and in the message also contains
information about man’s culpability, but the knowledge about culpability could be gained
by general revelation itself? So the Gospel wouldn’t add anything on that beginning part
– man’s fallenness or his culpability before God. So people could understand that through
general revelation. However, if the Gospel was in fact stronger at convicting men, it
seems like we’d still be in the same problem – why didn’t God send the stronger message
to everybody else?
Answer: I think you are making a very valid point. Even if people had the weaker
revelation and could understand, “Yes, I am culpable before God,” why wouldn’t God
send the stronger revelation to them, if he knew they would respond to it when they don’t
respond to the other thing? It is not as though they fail to grasp the truths of general
revelation. Paul says all men know that there is a Creator of the world, and therefore he
says in Romans 1 “they are without excuse.”301 Similarly in chapter 2 he says God’s
moral law is written on their hearts so they have no excuse.302 So they do grasp the truths
of general revelation, that is right. But they don’t respond to it in faith and repentance,
whereas when they hear the Gospel, then they might. So really the issue of whether a
person can be saved through general revelation is really not germane. The question is, as
you say, what about people who are condemned through general revelation, but who
would have been saved if they had gotten special revelation of the Gospel? What about
them? Is God unjust or unloving with regard to them?
Question: I am going to get off that subject – I hope you are pleased with that! But I
wanted to make a comment on the second point, that God prefers a world in which
everyone hears the Gospel and is saved. To me, that is not the case because if someone
truly chooses him out of their own free will, to me that is a more precious connection
than if they are sort of robotic. When people have the ability of free will and choose him,
it seems to me that relationship with him is even more precious.
Answer: OK, let me try to clear up a possible misunderstanding. I think you are certainly
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right in saying that freely given love, a free response to God’s grace, is meaningful and
more precious than a robotic, programmed response. But the religious pluralist is not
talking about a robot world or a puppet world. He is talking about a world in which God
creates free people, and they all freely respond and are saved. It is not that they are
programmed to. This is their own free choice. And they just all freely believe in the
Gospel and find salvation.
Followup: One other thought! Let’s suppose that is the case. So God reveals himself –
Jesus is sitting there on the horizon, waiting, and is in your face. It still, when he is not in
the revelation of that nature, when you discover him through a commitment of the heart
or his work in your life and then respond to that, I’m not saying it has to be robotic, but I
think this discovery in this inner communication becomes more precious.303
Answer: In a way what you are really criticizing is the first assumption, not the second
one. I think you are suggesting that maybe in a world in which people are given this sort
of freedom to respond to the Gospel to Christ freely that there needs to be a kind of
distance between them and God – a searching rather than an overwhelming presence. I
think that is certainly a valid point. It may well be the case that one of the reasons God
can’t create a world in which everybody freely responds to him and is saved is because
the clarity and power of the revelation to ensure universal salvation would be freedomremoving. It would be like being overpowered rather than wooed, is the way I would put
it. That is a good point to make about assumption 1.
Question: My question is looking at it from a completely different perspective. A lot of
times when I am thinking about this kind of conversation, the struggle with me is how
damaging is sin really, that you can say that God would not be all-powerful or all-loving.
My question is – if a people are rebellious and rebel against God, is it a requirement that
God send anybody at all to save them and not still be all-powerful and all-loving? Can
God’s grace be his free choice as well, and our rejection of him not suddenly require him
to send somebody to save us, just so that he will still be loving? We need that grace to be
his free choice as well as ours.
Answer: OK, this is an excellent question, and I would respond to it by saying the
following. I don’t think that there would be any injustice on God’s part if he were to
condemn people who reject his revelation in nature and conscience, though they would
have received the Gospel had they heard it, because they are not judged on what they
would have done; they are being judged on the basis of what they did do. And as you say,
God is under no obligation whatsoever to save them at all. They are rightly condemned.
So I don’t see this as a problem for God’s justice at all. Where I see it as a problem is for
God’s love. That is to say, if God really loves these people, then wouldn’t he bring them
the Gospel, if he knew they would respond to it and be saved? Why does he allow them
to languish, say, on the North American plains during the Middle Ages in darkness when,
if he had brought the Gospel to them or they had been born some place else, then they
would have been saved? There wouldn’t be any injustice on God’s part in doing that, I
think you are quite right. They are judged justly. But wouldn’t an all-loving being bring
the Gospel to people who he knew would respond to it if they heard it? That is the
question I am struggling with.
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To summarize what we’ve said today. The problem we are wrestling with can be put very
simply: what about people who never hear the Gospel and are damned but who would
have believed in the Gospel if it had come to them? Is there something unloving about
how God treats people like that? What I have argued here is that so far we haven’t seen
an argument for this. The attempted argument to show that an all-powerful and all-loving
God must create a world in which everybody hears the Gospel and saved is doubly
fallacious. So what we’ve seen so far is there isn’t any good argument to show that there
is some problem here. What I am going to do next time is: I am going to turn the tables
and go on the offensive, and I am going to try to show that (1) and (2) are perfectly
compatible and we can give good grounds for thinking that there is no incompatibility at
all between God’s being all-powerful and all-loving and the fact that some people never
hear the Gospel and are lost.304
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§ IV. DOCTRINE OF CHRIST
Lecture 30
Why Didn’t God Create a Different World?
We have been talking about the challenge of religious pluralism in our lesson. Last time
we began to look more closely at the logic of the case against religious particularism. We
saw that the religious pluralist claims that the propositions:
3. God is all-powerful and all-loving.
4. Some people never hear the Gospel and as a result are lost.
are somehow incompatible with each other. We saw that there seemed to be a couple of
hidden assumptions lying behind this reasoning, since these propositions are not
explicitly contradictory with each other. One is not the negation of the other. We saw that
the pluralist seems to be assuming:
Assumption 3.

If God is all-powerful, then He can create a world in which
everybody hears the Gospel and freely responds to it and is saved.

Assumption 4.

If God is all-loving, then He prefers a world in which everybody
hears the Gospel and is freely saved.

Both of those assumptions need to be necessarily true if he is to prove some sort of
inconsistency between God’s being all-powerful and all-loving and some people’s never
hearing the Gospel and being lost. The problem is, we saw, that neither of those two
assumptions does appear to be necessarily true! It is not necessarily true that an allpowerful God can create a world in which everybody freely responds to the Gospel offer
and is saved. Indeed it is possible that in any world that God might create some people
would freely reject the Gospel and be lost. Secondly, we saw that it doesn’t follow
necessarily from God’s being all-loving that he would prefer a world in which everybody
hears the Gospel and is freely saved because those sorts of worlds could have other
overriding disadvantages that would make them less preferable to a world in which
multitudes are freely saved, even though others freely reject God’s grace and separate
themselves from him forever.
So neither of those assumptions is necessarily true, and therefore the argument is simply
doubly fallacious.
But I want to go one step further. I want to argue that we can actually make a good case
that it is perfectly consistent for God to be all-powerful and all-loving and yet for some
people never to hear the Gospel and be lost. All we have to do in order to show this is to
find some third statement or proposition that is consistent with God’s being all-loving and
all-powerful and which would entail that some people never hear the Gospel and are lost.
If we can find such a proposition, then that would prove that it is perfectly consistent for
God to be all-powerful and all-loving and some people never to hear the Gospel and be
lost. Let’s see if we can find such a proposition. Let’s think about it together.
It seems to me that as a good and loving God, God wants as many people as possible to
be saved and as few as possible to be lost. It seems to me, then, that God’s goal for
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human history would be to achieve what I would call an optimal balance between saved
and lost. That is to say, to create no more of the lost than is absolutely necessary in order
to achieve a certain number of the saved that freely respond to him. So it is not just a
matter of numbers and it is not just a matter of ratio – it is sort of a combination of
numbers plus ratio that would yield what I call an optimal balance between saved and
lost. And it would seem to me that God would, all things being considered, want to
achieve a world that has an optimal balance between saved and lost. But it is possible that
the actual world has such a balance! Remember, when we talk about the actual world, we
are not talking just about the past or the present but also the future, as long as this
universe might continue to exist.305 It is possible that the actual world, so-defined, has an
optimal balance between saved and lost. It is possible that in order to create this many
people who will be freely saved, God had to create this many people who would be freely
lost. It is possible that if God created a world in which fewer people go to hell that even
fewer people would have gone to heaven. It is possible that in order to achieve a
multitude of the saved, God had to accept that there would be a multitude of lost as well.
Somebody might object at this point that an all-loving God would surely not create
people who he knew will be lost but who would have been saved if only they had heard
the Gospel – people who have only the light of general revelation and do not respond
positively to it and so are lost but who would have been saved if only they had heard the
Gospel. But here is the question I want to ask: how do we know that there are any such
people? It is reasonable to assume that many people who never hear the Gospel would
not have believed in the Gospel even if they had heard it. After all, when missionaries
reach an unreached people group, not everybody turns to Christ and is saved. Many do
not. So it is reasonable, I think, to assume of those who never hear the Gospel in their
lifetimes that there are many who would not have responded positively to the Gospel
even if they had heard it. So suppose, then, that God in his providence has so ordered the
world that everyone who never hears the Gospel is such a person. 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. God in his love and mercy has so providentially ordered the world that
anyone who would respond to the Gospel were he to hear it is created at a time and place
in history where he does get to hear it. Thus, nobody could stand before God on the
judgment day and say, “Well, 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 responded
and been saved!” God will say to them, “No, I knew that even if you had heard the
Gospel, you wouldn’t have believed it. And therefore my judgment of you on the basis of
your response to nature and conscience is neither unfair nor unloving.” So it seems to me
it is possible – and here is that third proposition I want to enunciate – that God has
created a world which has an optimal balance between saved and lost and that those who
never hear the Gospel and are lost would not have believed in Christ even if they had
heard of him.
3. 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 in Christ
even if they had heard of him.
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Is that statement true? I don’t know! God knows (at least if he has middle knowledge
right?)! But the point is, as long as this statement is even possibly true, it proves that
there is no inconsistency between God’s being all-powerful and all-loving and some
people’s never hearing the Gospel and being lost. So as long as this proposition is even
possibly true – which it surely seems to be – , it follows that it is perfectly consistent to
think that God is all-loving and all-powerful and yet some people never hear the Gospel
and are lost.

DISCUSSION
Question: Does this proposition rely on a Molinist perspective?
Answer: Yes, it does! Thank you! That wasn’t a plant, by the way, that question
[laughter]! Do you remember when we talked about the attributes of God and we dealt
with divine omniscience?306 In the context of talking about divine omniscience, we talked
about God’s so-called middle knowledge, which is his hypothetical knowledge of what
any person would freely do in any circumstances that God might create that person in.
This whole problem, in a sense, arises from these counterfactual conditionals that “If a
person had heard the Gospel, then he would have believed.” If those propositions are
true, then God knows them because God is omniscient and so has knowledge of all of
these hypothetical conditionals. Through his middle knowledge, God can then
providentially arrange the world in the way that I have suggested. So it is important to
understand that this hypothesis is not saying that it just happens by chance that all those
who never hear the Gospel and are lost wouldn’t have believed in Christ if they heard
about him. That would be fantastically improbable, though possible. But in this case I am
saying that God has providentially ordered the world in this way based on his middle
knowledge. So this, I think, is not only possible, I think it is also plausible, given a God
with that kind of knowledge.
Question: I take it this does not work with monergism. This is a synergistic solution.
Answer: That depends on how you define these terms. The idea here is: do human beings
contribute anything to their salvation? Some Reformed or Calvinist folks like to accuse
Arminians of synergism, saying that salvation is the work of human beings and God
together, as opposed to monergism, which is just God’s unilaterally saving people. I don’t
think that God unilaterally saves people apart from the human will; if that is what you
mean by monergism then, right, it rejects that view. But I don’t think that means
synergism in the objectionable sense that these folks take it to be, namely, that we do
something that somehow contributes to our salvation. Paul in his letters always opposes
faith and works. He thinks of faith as the opposite of works. So when a person places his
faith in Christ or receives the gift of God’s grace, it is not as though he is working (that is
the “energism” here) to attain salvation. Paul opposes faith and works. Faith is the
opposite of works. But for these folks, they think of faith as a work. They think if I place
my faith in Christ, I have done something of the nature of a work to contribute to my
salvation. I think that is very un-Pauline. That is not the way Paul thinks at all. Faith is
just the reception of God’s grace, and it is God’s grace alone that saves you. But it is not
306
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an irresistible grace or a grace that overpowers the human will in a unilateral sort of way.
Followup: All right, but you could hold to limited atonement and be a Molinist, right?
Answer: No, I don’t think that is right. Limited atonement – again, I guess is going to
depend on what you mean. Limited atonement is the doctrine that Christ died only for the
elect. That is not affirmed by Molinism at all. The Molinist can agree that Christ died for
the sins of the whole world – for unbelievers, too. But he would just say that those who
reject Christ’s sacrifice for their sins separate themselves from the grace of God and so
are not beneficiaries of his death. The doctrine of limited atonement is a doctrine held by
certain Reformed theologians who say God picked out the elect, he predestined them, and
then Christ died only for them. There is no sacrifice for these other people. He died only
for the elect. That doctrine isn’t incompatible with Molinism; a Molinist could hold to
this if he wanted to.307 He could say God knew everyone who would freely respond to the
Gospel if he heard it, and therefore he chose to send Christ to die only on their behalf.
But he is not committed to that view.
Question: I am struggling with what you mean by optimal in your definition. If it has
nothing to do with numbers or ratios, then how do you measure it? And if it turns out
there are more lost, which it appears by the way we see the world today – of course we
can’t see the future and we can’t know the total picture, but in looking at the present and
looking at the past it would appear that there is going to be far more people lost than
saved – how can you define optimal in those terms?
Answer: I would define optimal as being a weighted measure based upon numbers and
ratio. You would try to combine these together. Individually, or taken separately, those
wouldn’t be good measures because he could achieve fewer of the lost by just creating
fewer people overall. But then you might have a world that is terribly under-populated or
has a terrible ratio, say, 90 people are lost and five are saved. That would be a lot fewer
lost, wouldn’t it? But it would have such a bad ratio. Or he might have had a lot better
ratio, but maybe only at the expense of having terrible numbers, say four out of the five
people that are created – he only creates five people and four of them are saved and one is
lost. But there you have such bad numbers. So what I am suggesting is that what God
would want to do is try to combine these in such a way as to create a world where you get
both a good ratio, as good as you can, and then also as many as you can of the saved and
as few of the lost as you can. It may be the sad fact that God’s options aren’t very good;
that unfortunately of the worlds that are available to God, given the way people would
freely respond, that his options are not that great.
Question: Would you say that this is the most optimal world – the best of all possible
worlds?
Answer: I am talking here about an optimal balance between saved and lost. That is all.
Not the rest of the features of the world. So I am not making a judgment about that. One
doesn’t even need to say that it is the single optimal ratio. It is possible that there is a
whole range of worlds that have a similar ratio and they could be quite different from
each other. But it would suggest that there isn’t any more optimal balance than what we
have here. So it doesn’t mean that this is the single best world that God could have
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created, but I am suggesting it is possible that out of the range of worlds that are feasible
to God there is a kind of world that has an optimal balance that couldn’t be improved on
by God.
Question: This may be a good argument to say that you can’t disprove that God is allloving and all-powerful but I don’t think it adds any insight. The impression people are
going to take away from this is like God has five kids in his family who wants to go to
Six Flags and he can have the most fun if he only takes two, so he’s going to kill the other
three and burn them forever instead of having them sit at home for later. That is what they
are going to come away with. I think our God is bigger than this, there are things still
sealed.
Answer: All right. Let’s talk about that a little bit. I am going to address that question in a
minute at more length. In order to show – you granted this – that there is no inconsistency
between these two propositions, this is enough. This proposition (3) doesn’t need to be
true; it just needs to be possible. As long as it is possible, you have defeated the argument
for religious pluralism, or against religious particularism. I think what your question is
really, “Is this a plausible scenario that could really be true?” Could this really give
insight into the way God is and has ordered the world?308 I guess I am inclined to think
that it does give possible insight into the way the world is. God wants everyone to be
saved. He wants everyone to come to know him, and he provides sufficient grace for
everyone to come to salvation. But he knows that some people would freely reject him
and be lost, and he gives them the freedom to do that. But I don’t think that makes him
less loving. He wants the lost to be saved, and many of the lost309 may see greater
measures of grace than many of the saved do.
Followup: I am not saying it makes him less loving, but it makes him less powerful. I
think God does more than that. Like in Galatians, it says God has reconciled everything
on Earth first and then in heaven. Everybody is saved but the Son of Perdition.
Answer: Ah! OK, here, though, you are embracing an idiosyncratic view of almost-near
universalism, where you think everybody will be saved except for the Son of Perdition,
right?
Followup: Right.
Answer: I just don’t think that is a biblical view. It just seems to me that it is very clear
that there will be lots of people in hell.
Followup: I think that is part of a truth that is not evident now that led the Catholic
Church to come forth with the idea of Perdition and later withdrew it because they knew
it shouldn’t have been established. But God also says every knee will bow when they
come into his presence. I don’t think a person who did not trust and believe in Christ
would entrust enough to trust his life when God says “Well, you can’t see it now, but you
would not have believed anyway.” He is not going to bow to the knee really. God is going
to have them fully comprehend – he will have no hope, he will know he fully deserves it
when he is there.
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Answer: I guess I don’t see why, on this view that I am suggesting, people wouldn’t also
realize that what they receive is fully deserved. God is going to judge those who had
never heard the Gospel by much, much lower standards than those who have, and I think
that every person standing before God’s judgment throne will say, “Yes, this is absolutely
just.”
Let me move on. I do want to head off a possible misunderstanding, which hasn’t been
raised by anyone here, but I have heard it raised other times. That is, somebody might
respond to this and say, “Then why should we engage in missionary work? If everybody
who has never heard the Gospel wouldn’t believe in it even if they heard it, why should
we go and tell them?” Well, what this question forgets is that we are talking only about
people who never hear the Gospel during their lifetime. On this view, God in his
providence can so arrange the world that as the Gospel spreads out from first century
Palestine, God places in its path people who he knew would receive it if they heard it. So
when the Gospel reaches a people group, God can create people in that people group who
would respond to the Gospel, if they were to hear it. In his love and mercy, God ensures
that no one who would respond to the Gospel if he were to hear it is born at a time and
place in history where he fails to hear it. Once the Gospel reaches a people group, only
then will God begin to introduce into that group people who would respond to the Gospel
if they heard it. But he ensures that those who never hear about it during their lifetime are
people who wouldn’t have accepted it even if they had heard of it. Thus, I think this
solution magnifies the mercy and the love of God because he is too compassionate and
too loving to allow anyone to be lost on the basis of the time and place in history where
he is born.

DISCUSSION
Question: One element to consider with this is history. If you look at biblical history, God
was very gracious even to the first murderer Cain. But we see man moving away from
God. He moved out of the garden, then he continues to move further and further away,
and as the Earth becomes populated the people groups move away with their own
heresies and their own beliefs. It is movement away from God, and God is adapting to
this with the expansion of the Gospel as you outlined here.310 But you could take, even as
a dramatic example of this, when Jesus raised Lazarus. You would think everybody
would believe that saw that. But yet there were some that went to plot how they could kill
him. So even in the light of very dramatic revelation and personalized revelation, there
are people that reject.
Answer: Yes.

Why Didn’t God Create a Different World?
On the basis of this possible answer, I think we are able to provide possible answers to
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those three difficult questions that I posed at the beginning of our study several weeks
ago. Let me take them in reverse order.
(1): Why didn’t God create a world in which everyone would freely receive Christ and be
saved? Answer: it may not be feasible for God to create such a world. Such a world may
be logically possible, but given human freedom, it may not be feasible for God to create
such a world. If such a world were feasible, then all things being equal, God would have
created it. But, given his will to create free creatures, God had to accept that some would
freely reject him and be lost.
(2) (This gets to the earlier question, I think, which is a difficult question, but here is what
I would say about it): Why did God even create the world at all when he knew that so
many people would not receive Christ and be lost? Why not just scuttle the whole project
and just exist by himself without a world of free creatures? Here’s my possible answer to
this. God wanted to share his love and fellowship with created persons. God is the
supreme Good. He is infinite goodness, infinite love, and he wanted to share his self and
fellowship with him with created persons for their good. He knew that this meant that
many would freely reject him and be lost. But he also knew that many others would
freely receive him and be saved. The happiness and blessedness of those who would
freely believe in him should not be precluded by those who would freely reject him.
There is no reason to allow the unsaved, who would freely spurn God’s grace and every
effort to save them, to hold some sort of veto power over God, preventing the blessedness
and the joy of those who would be saved. But God in his mercy has providentially
ordered the world in such a way as to achieve an optimal balance between saved and lost
by maximizing the number of those who would freely receive him and minimizing the
number of those who would freely reject him. He gives sufficient grace for salvation to
every single person that he creates and wills and works for their salvation.
(3) 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? 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 do hear it. Those who do not respond to
God’s general revelation in nature and conscience and never hear the Gospel would not
have responded to the Gospel even if they had heard it. Thus, no one is lost because of
historical and geographical accident. Indeed, there are no accidents on this view of
history and geography. Anyone who wants to be saved or even would want to be saved
will be saved. How can God get any better than that? Anyone who wants to be saved or
would want to be saved will be saved.311
Those are merely possible answers to the questions that I posed. That is enough to
remove the sting of religious pluralism. But I want to go further. I think these are also
attractive answers because I think they are quite biblical as well. Look at Paul’s speech on
Mars Hill in Acts 17:24-27. This is what Paul says:
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
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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.’
I was astonished when I read this passage because I thought, this is exactly the view that I
had arrived at just by philosophical reflection on the problem. So it seems to me that the
possible solution that I am proposing today is one that is not merely possible but is one
that is really quite biblical as well. We believe in a God who has so providentially ordered
the world that where people are born and live isn’t a matter of historical and geographical
accident, but he has done this so as to achieve the salvation of as many people as
possible.

DISCUSSION
Question: When you were saying about no one who hears the Gospel would accept it –
what about babies that die?
Answer: Yeah, this is a good question. What about children? Would this apply or have any
application to them? I don’t think this solution would apply to babies because they don’t
make any sort of conscious faith decision on which God can judge them. Some people
have tried to use a middle knowledge solution to deal with infants who die or perhaps the
severely mentally retarded by saying that God judges them on the basis of what they
would have done if they had grown up and heard the Gospel. I think that that is an
unacceptable solution. You cannot judge someone morally for something he would have
done but did not do. If I had been born in Nazi Germany, I might have been a war
criminal. I might have been part of the Nazi SS. But I am not, so I am not punished for
that, I am not guilty for that. So my view, that I’m suggesting, should not be confused
with the view that God will judge the unevangelized on the basis of what they would
have done if they had heard the Gospel. That is not what I am saying. I think that is an
incorrect view. You are judged based on the light that you have – general revelation. But
what I am suggesting is that God has providentially ordered the world in such a way that
no one who rejects general revelation and is lost would have received the Gospel if he
had heard it. That won’t apply to infants. I think in the case of infants, our hope is simply
that not having reached the age of accountability, God’s grace will be extended to them in
the way that Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, such is the kingdom of
heaven.”312
Question: I have a question about Romans 5 where it talks about death in Adam and life
in Christ.313 It basically says that all men die in Adam, and then we know that Christ is
greater than Adam. It talks about that Adam was a type of the one who was to come. And
you know Christ is referred to in some places as the new Adam or the second Adam. Here
is where I get hung up a little. All die as a result of Adam’s original sin, yet only some are
saved by Christ, one who is greater than Adam. Does God then have some kind of
rational basis, according to your understanding of middle knowledge, of knowing who is
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going to accept him? Does God have a rational basis for that?314
Answer: That gets back to this idea of middle knowledge. Does God know
counterfactuals of creaturely freedom, as they are called, like “If Jones were to attend the
Billy Graham Crusade in Memphis, then he would receive Christ and be saved”? Or “If
Smith were to be born into a non-Christian family who are members of the American
Humanist Association, he would turn to Christ later in life and be saved”? It is saying that
God knows all of those various counterfactuals of freedom and so can providentially
order a world on the basis of those counterfactuals. I am suggesting that he does it with a
view toward maximizing, or getting the best balance, between saved and lost that he can.
It is just a sad fact that so many people would freely reject God’s grace and be lost, that in
any world feasible for God having this many saved, there are going to be this many lost.
Followup: OK, that explains how God does that. But why? Why is there a basis for
saving one person and not another?
Answer: This is where one begins to ask questions about God’s motivations that I think
are unanswerable. For example, here’s a world where James would have been saved, and
here’s another world where Bill would have been saved, and God chooses one world
rather than the another. Why? We don’t know! That is his sovereign will, that he is going
to create a world in which it is James that is saved, and Bill is never actualized. Bill is
just a possibility. There are unlimited numbers of such possibilities, when you think about
it. But I take it that this has a very, very strong view of divine sovereignty, that God freely
can choose to actualize whichever world that he wants, so long as it is consistent with his
fundamental nature of being good. I don’t think there is any world that God could
actualize where, for example, everybody freely is damned. God is too good to create a
world like that. But I think he could create a world like this one, where there would be
multitudes that are saved, even though multitudes freely reject him and are lost because
of what I said about the damned’s not being allowed to hold veto power over God and
preclude the blessedness of those who would freely respond to his grace and be saved.
But I don’t think we can penetrate into the reasons for why God chooses a world with
James rather than the world with Bill. That may be just purely free choice, that he just
freely chooses one or the other.
Let me wrap this up, as we close, by saying, it seems to me, in conclusion, that the
presence of other world religions besides Christianity doesn’t really do anything to
undermine the Christian doctrine of salvation through Christ alone. In fact, I think what I
have said can help to put the proper perspective on Christian missions. It is our duty to
proclaim the Gospel to the whole world, trusting that God has so providentially ordered
the world, that as we go out sharing the Gospel, there are literally divine appointments
waiting for us, people whom God has placed in our path because he knew that if we were
to share the Gospel with them they would freely respond to it and be saved. So this puts a
tremendous positive motivation behind the task of world mission. As for those who are in
other religions, our compassion toward them is not to be shown by pretending that they
are not lost and dying without Christ because they are. Rather our compassion toward
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them is to be shown by our supporting and making every effort ourselves to bring to them
the life-giving message of the Gospel of Christ.315
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