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Reinvigorated Controversy


The issue of the resurrection was recently brought to the fore by the television documentary The Lost Tomb of Jesus. People who had never considered the nature of Jesus' resurrection were forced to ponder it for the first time. When news first broke that a PBS documentary claimed Jesus' body (or at least His ossuary) had been found, Christians were forced to ask: Were this news to be true (which it most emphatically is not
) what would it mean for Christian theology?


More importantly, what would it mean for Christian faith if the tomb was not empty? The authors of the documentary claim that if Jesus was not physically raised it would have no impact on Christian faith: “If Jesus’ mortal remains have indeed been found, this would contradict the idea of a physical ascension. However, it says nothing against the possibility of a spiritual ascension.”


The main theological question raised by the Lost Tomb of Jesus documentary is, essentially: Is a non-physical resurrection compatible with the Christian faith? And if not, what sort of “bodily” resurrection is taught in the New Testament?


The intent of this analysis is to demonstrate the physical (or “material”, or “reembodied”) nature of Jesus' resurrection. The aim is not to argue that Jesus' resurrection was purely physical in nature, and we should not ignore the transcendent or glorified nature of Jesus' resurrection body. Rather the purpose is to demonstrate that Jesus' resurrected body could not be merely spiritual or immaterial as is sometimes claimed.

Why the Physical Resurrection is Important


Hank Hanegraaff makes the hyperbolic claim that “Without the bodily resurrection of Christ, you may as well tear up your Bible, terminate your preacher, and torch your church because Christianity is false and there is no hope for salvation and immortality.”
 Norman Geisler also states (with less vehement intensity than Hanegraaff, but equal urgency) that “without Christ's bodily resurrection there is no salvation.”
 Famous American writer John Updike preferred to express the importance of Jesus' physical resurrection in poetic form:



Make no mistake: if He rose at all


it was as His body;


if the cells' dissolution did not reverse, the molecules


reknit, the amino acids rekindle,


the Church will fall.


There are several reasons why the physical resurrection of Jesus is critical. First, the material resurrection of Christ redeems our fallen material world. A merely spiritual resurrection would not redeem the physical world that God originally pronounced “good”.
 Second, the physical resurrected body proves Jesus' victory over physical death. Everywhere in Scripture sin is connected with death (ex. Gen 2:17; Rom 6:23; 1 Cor 11:30-32) and in order to reverse physical death a physical resurrection is necessary.
 “Otherwise,” explains Robert H. Gundry, “God's purpose in the creation – material as it is – would be thwarted.”
 Jesus' victory over physical death means that we need not fear physical death.


Third, denying Jesus' resurrected body was in some sense physical means the New Testament authors were deceptive when they claimed (as we will see below) that Jesus' resurrected body was physical; for example, where John reports Jesus inviting Thomas to touch His wounds (John 20:27).
 Finally, a non-physical resurrection would mean that the argument for the resurrection loses an important apologetic evidence. A purely spiritual resurrection fails to make sense of the empty tomb, and could fuel further frivolous speculation that the disciples saw hallucinations or visions instead of the actually risen Christ.

The Question: The Nature of “Bodily” Resurrection


The Lost Tomb of Jesus documentary claims that a purely spiritual resurrection is not a challenge to Christianity. However, the constant references to the bodily resurrection of Jesus in the New Testament suggest that an understanding of the resurrection that is purely spiritual is not in accordance with biblical teaching. As Raymond E. Brown explains:

It is not really accurate to claim that the NT references to the resurrection of Jesus are ambiguous as to whether they mean bodily resurrection – there was no other kind of resurrection. Ambiguity arises only about the kind of body involved (earthly, celestial, etc).


Similarly, Scot McKnight argues that there is no disagreement whether or not Jesus was resurrected in bodily form, but rather what sort of body Jesus possessed post-resurrection.
 The task, then, is to demonstrate that Jesus' body could not be purely spiritual, as The Lost Tomb of Jesus claims. First, we will examine the Jewish conception of resurrection in the first century in order to establish a background for resurrection beliefs around the time of Jesus' ministry.

Resurrection in First Century Judaism


Although in the Old Testament the idea of the afterlife is a “minor theme,”
 Jesus taught that the resurrection could be discerned from the Old Testament during his dialogue with the Sadducees.
 Jesus responds to the Sadducees' question (Mt 22:24-28) by saying “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God” (Mt 22:29). Therefore, Jesus Himself saw the Old Testament as teaching about the resurrection. The nature of the resurrection in the Old Testament seems to refer to a general resurrection of believers, not a specific resurrection of a particular person
; nevertheless, the story told by the Sadducees implies a physical understanding of the common view of resurrection, and thus indicates that a physical concept of the resurrection was the most prominent one.


Where can we find the references to the resurrection that Jesus spoke about in the Old Testament? Passages frequently cited referring to the resurrection and/or afterlife include Exodus 3:6,15, Isaiah 26:19, Ezekiel 37:1-12, and especially Daniel 12:2: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” Job 19:25-26 also offers an early and emerging view of the afterlife, where Job proclaims that his “Redeemer lives” and “in my flesh I will see God.” These sentiments expressed by Job “served to accelerate a formulation of a general doctrine of resurrection.”
 That both Enoch and Elijah were taken up to heaven without dying is also sometimes cited.
 Both men seem to be taken up in the flesh, which indicates that “the flesh is not considered incapable or unworthy of eternal life with God.”
 


The concept of resurrection becomes more overt when we consider extra-biblical Jewish writings from the intertestamental pre-first century period, which are based (in part) on further interpretations of passages like Daniel 12:2 above. These intertestamental writings “serve as a bridge between the Old Testament and the New.”
 Such extra-biblical references include 2 Maccabees 7:1-11,75, 2 Maccabees 14:46, 2 Baruch 49:1, 50:2, and 4 Ezra 7:32.
 


Another New Testament narrative which informs us of the general Jewish opinion regarding resurrection is found in the raising of Lazarus (John 11:1-44). This passage shows that “it was impossible ... for Jews to believe that Lazarus ... could be raised without the removal of the stone that lay over his burial cave and his emergence from the tomb.”
 


Although there is little evidence of a two-stage resurrection (first the Messiah followed by everyone else
), the emphasis on the physical nature in the Jewish understanding of resurrection should not be ignored. N. T. Wright concludes that when speaking of resurrection in first century Judaism, it “always meant reembodiment.”


The point is that the dominant view of the resurrection body was in some sense material, or “reembodiment”. Therefore, if the New Testament authors (in particular Paul, a Pharisee (Acts 22:3, Phil 3:4-6)) did not intend to preach a physical resurrection they would have made it explicitly clear that they were preaching a spiritual resurrection. However, that is not what we find (as we shall see below) and the distinctly physical aspects of the New Testament authors' description of Jesus' resurrection body align well with the most common Jewish notions. There would be no need for the New Testament authors (except possibly Luke who was not Jewish and in whose writings we find some of the most overt examples of Jesus' physical nature) to explicitly clarify the nature of Jesus' resurrected body because “for their Jewish hearers or readers this [physical nature] was to be assumed.”

Use of “Sōma” in the New Testament


The Greek word “sōma” appears frequently in the New Testament. It is usually translated “body”. There are many examples where the word is used in an overtly physical sense, such as Matthew 14:12: “John's disciples came and took his body [sōma] and buried it,” or John 19:40 “Taking Jesus' body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen.”
 Therefore, while we cannot conclude from this alone that the word always had a strong physical sense, it was certainly often used that way.


According to a survey of extra-biblical literature by Robert H. Gundry, the word  sōma “always focuses attention on the physical.”
 In addition, Gundry provides examples of how New Testament passages in which sōma may seem to indicate a more holistic conception of body as “whole person” (such as Mt 6:25) actually still strongly indicate a physical element.
 Paul's own use of the word in relation to Jesus' resurrection body is seen as a strong indication that it is, in some sense, physical: “Had Paul wanted to portray the resurrection in any other fashion than in terms of physical bodies, he would not have used sōma.”
 Gundry's analysis shows that the word always is used with a physical sense, even if physicality is not the entirety of its meaning. Therefore, the New Testament authors always understood some physical aspect to Jesus' resurrection body.

Flesh & Bones & Blood


Perhaps the most overt declaration of Jesus' body's physical nature after His resurrection is found in Luke 24:39: In response to the disciples' fear Jesus declared “Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.” It would be difficult to understood this verse in a non-physical way. But Paul's statement in 1 Corinthians 15:50 seems contrary to Jesus': “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God.” Although the exact same wording is not used in both passages, they are similar enough to invite comparison.


At face value, there may seem to be a theological disagreement between the passages. However, in the next verse Paul writes, “nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” This indicates that “Paul is not affirming that the resurrection body will not have flesh, but that it will not have perishable flesh.”
 As we will see later, Paul's writing in the latter part of 1 Corinthians 15 does not contradict the physical nature of Jesus' resurrected body and likely indicates that merely “flesh and bone” cannot inherit the kingdom.

Eating and Drinking with Jesus


On the surface, Jesus eating (Luke 24:42-43; Acts 1:4, 10:41) is excellent evidence for the physical nature of Jesus' resurrected body. Since Jesus ate and drank after His resurrection, Jesus' body must in some sense be physical,
 even though He would have no requirement to eat.


However, Gerald O'Collins attempts to argue that what Luke records is, essentially, a made-up story in order to provide an apologetic to Jesus' physical resurrected form.
 He argues that Luke is prone to “imaginative, elaborated narrative”
 and created this story by aggregating certain events in Jesus' life, including the feeding of the five thousand (Mk 6:32-44) and the appearances of Jesus (1 Cor 15:5-8; Mt 28:16-20; Jn 20:19-23; et al).
  O'Collins reasons for dismissing the Lukan narrative as embellishment are mainly twofold. First, he finds the idea of the risen Jesus eating and drinking difficult and “banalizing.”
 Second, he notes that the Lukan narratives are the only place that the risen Jesus is noted as eating and drinking and posits that Luke's motivation is to provide an apologetic for the “bodily reality of the risen Jesus.”


In response, first, the fact that Jesus eats is only “banalizing” if there is something innately inferior about the body. O'Collins seems to take a view of the body as being in some sense bad, but while that may be a typical gnostic view, it is not the view of orthodox Christianity.
 Second, it is true that the narrative appears only in Luke, which means that it lacks multiple attestation. O'Collins' postulation that Luke records this incident because it has apologetic value for Jesus' physical resurrection may also be correct, but that says nothing about whether the event actually occurred or not. The fact that the other gospel writers chose not to include it does not prove that it didn't happen.

1 Corinthians 15


Paul's extended discussion of the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 can help inform our view of the nature of Jesus' resurrected body. In fact, Paul argues from the nature of Jesus' physical resurrection to argue in favor of the bodily resurrection of Christians. Wright notes here that “Paul not only believed that Jesus had been bodily raised from the dead; he believe he knew how it was done.”
 In particular, 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 is generally believed to be an early Christian creed dating to only three to eight years after Jesus' crucifixion.
 Even decades ago, the early nature and importance of this creed was widely recognized.
 Whether this creed implies the empty tomb and therefore Jesus' physical resurrection is much debated. Schep argues that Paul's phrase “and that he was buried” (followed by “he was raised”) strongly implies that in the same way Jesus' physical body was buried, his physical body was also raised.
 More pointedly, Kirk R. MacGregor argues, due to the meaning of the Greek word commonly translated “raised” in this passage, that the word “must be referring to the raising of a formerly prone corpse to the standing posture of a live body.”
 Thus, the physical resurrection of Jesus is strongly implied, even in the earliest Christian creed.

Other New Testament Passages


Peter's preaching in Acts 2:29-32 confirms the physical nature of Jesus' resurrection body by comparing David's body, which continued to lay in its tomb, to Jesus', which did not “see decay.”
 This bodily resurrection was also seen as fulfillment of prophecy (Ps 16:10), and for these reasons leads scholars to conclude that “it is difficult to think of a more definitive manner in which Paul could speak of the literal and bodily resurrection of Jesus.”


Rarely mentioned in discussions of the nature of Jesus' resurrection body is Paul's declaration in Colossians 2:9 that “in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form”. Here again we have a form of the word sōma (here “sōmatikōs”) which demonstrates Paul “sees what Christ has accomplished physically as enormously significant”
, in part due to the double stressing of “all the fullness”. The word “lives” (or “dwells”, NASB) here is used in the present tense which indicates the manner in which the fullness of deity dwells in Christ.
 Paul uses the present tense to emphasize that the divine nature continues to dwell within Christ while at the same time Jesus remains in bodily form: “Paul counters that false doctrine [philosophic dualism] by emphasizing ... the One who took upon Himself human nature in Bethlehem will keep that humanity for all eternity.”
 This analysis of an important Pauline passage underscores Paul's belief that Jesus retains his physical form currently and into the future following the resurrection.


Jesus also foretold of His resurrected body before His crucifixion in John 2:19-21, where He said “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." John notes that “the temple he had spoken of was his body.” The wording of this passage seems to indicate that it was His own body, not some other type of body, that would be raised.
 Also, as previously mentioned, in John's gospel, Jesus invites Thomas to put his finger into Jesus' side (John 20:27). There is no indication that Thomas took Jesus up on His offer, but nonetheless Jesus would not have made the offer had He not been actually physically present.


Hanegraaff cites 1 John 1:1, “That which was from the beginning ... which we have looked at and our hands have touched ...” as further proof of Jesus' physical resurrected body,
 however from the context of the passage it does not seem clear that it is Jesus' resurrected body that John is referring to here.

New Testament Passages Claiming a “Spiritual Body”


Certain verses in the latter part of 1 Corinthians 15 (v37-50) are sometimes cited as evidence that “the resurrection-body of believers will consist of spirit, or of a spirit-like material.”
 This interpretation however ignores the repeated “sowing” and “raising” metaphors Paul constantly uses in this same passage: “It is implied that what goes down in burial, comes up in resurrection.”
 Additionally, earlier in the same letter Paul uses the same words used in 15:45 (natural, “psychikos” and spiritual, “pneumatikos”)  in 1 Corinthians 2:14-15, where they do not refer to a physical / spiritual distinction.


Other passages suggest that some people did not immediately recognize Jesus (Jn 21:12; cf Lk 24:16) or “doubted” they had really seen Him (Mt 28:16-17). These passages, however, do not claim Jesus' body was non-physical. Not recognizing Jesus in certain circumstances may have been intentional on His part (they were “kept” from recognizing Him, Lk 24:16) and some may have doubted because of unbelief, not because they did not physically see Him.


Elsewhere, verses where Jesus appears (Lk 24:36; Jn 20:19,26) or disappears (Lk 24:31) could be used to argue that Jesus' resurrection body is spirit, since physical bodies don't behave in that manner.
 However, since before Jesus' resurrection His body exhibited unusual physical properties (such as when He walked on water, Mk 6:47-52 & parallels) it should come as no great surprise that Jesus' resurrected and glorified body also exhibited such properties. For a person to argue that Jesus' primary nature after His resurrection was to be “customarily invisible” (that is, “not visible to the human eye”)
 because he was often not seen seems to be a non-sequitur. The fact that Jesus was not always immediately visible to the disciples leads only to the conclusion that Jesus did not always choose to reveal Himself in His glory to His people. As Francis J. Beckwith explains, the “customarily invisible” conclusion “confuses ontology with epistemology ... [it] confuses Biblical statements about the being of Jesus' resurrected body with Biblical statements about the knowledge of the observers of Jesus' resurrected body.”

The Empty Tomb


If Jesus' physical body remained in the tomb, it would have been irrefutable evidence that He did not rise bodily.
 The fact that Jesus' tomb was found empty is not as universally acknowledged as certain other facts about His life, but it is still widely regarded as an accurate historical detail by approximately 75% of scholars.
 Several lines of evidence, including the proximity to Jerusalem, enemy attestation and the testimony of the women,
 as well as the likely mention of the empty tomb in the earliest creed and the Jewish response which presumed the empty tomb,
 all strengthen the gospel testimony that the tomb was indeed found empty.


Unbiblical theories (including that the disciples stole the body, or that the location of the tomb was unknown) do not stand up to carefully scrutiny.
 Brown concludes that the “tradition that the tomb was known and was empty is considerably older than the Gospel narratives ... It deserves preference to the poorly supported hypothesis that the place of Jesus' burial was unknown.”


We have good reason to believe that Jesus' physical body did not remain in the tomb. This is “a strong indication of the physical nature of His resurrection body.”
 As one commentator put it, “If you believe the Empty Tomb is merely a visual aid, it will be of no essential significance.”
 The significance lies in the fact that Jesus was raised bodily; the empty tomb provides the “link of continuity between the old body and the new”
.

Church Fathers' Views of the Resurrection


The writings of many early church fathers testify to their belief that Jesus was raised in a “body of flesh”
 (or similar wording). The fact that the claim it does not prove that the doctrine is necessarily correct, but their writings do demonstrate there is early precedent for this belief.


Some of these writers include: Justin Martyr, who rebuked those who claimed Jesus was not raised in the flesh and claimed of those who denied Jesus was raised in the flesh “these persons seek to rob the flesh of the promise”.
 Tertullian, who “declared the resurrection of the flesh to be normative for the church.”
 Augustine similarly preached “the same material body, now glorified.”
 Later, Thomas Aquinas condemns those who “strained to twist the words of Holy Scripture to mean a spiritual resurrection”
. These and many other examples
 demonstrate the early church fathers' strong physical conception of Jesus' resurrected body.

Overemphasizing the Physical Resurrection


Geisler, while rightly acknowledging the physical nature of Jesus' resurrected body, seems to overemphasize and overstate the physicality of that body at the expense of its transformed nature. Although Geisler says that at the moment Jesus was raised His body became an “immortal, glorified body, a body that was physical but was also imperishable”
 and clarifies that “while their transformed bodies will be more than physical bodies, they will not be less than physical bodies,”
 certain critics note that some of his other statements seem to fail to appreciate the newness of Jesus' resurrected body.
 Geisler's declaration that “His resurrection body was numerically the same as His pre-resurrection body”
 may belittle the new nature of Jesus' post-resurrection body. 


Geisler's article has even been embraced by Mormon apologists, who have misused his writing to buttress the Mormon claim that “the only God in heaven is the physically embodied God as opposed to an incorporeal spirit.”
 (The Mormon apologist dishonestly applies what Geisler claims regarding Jesus' earthly and resurrected body to also apply to Him from eternity past.) Although this was clearly not Geisler's intent, it illustrates the doctrinal difficulty when the physicality of the resurrected body is emphasized to the detriment of its transformed nature.


Habermas, in his overview of both Murray J. Harris and Norman Geisler on the nature of Jesus' resurrected body, notes that too much emphasis on the physical nature of Jesus' body may lose sight of “the fact that Jesus' resurrection body was indeed transformed and glorified.”
 Therefore, though the importance of the physicality of Jesus' resurrected body is important, we should never lose sight of its transformed and glorified nature.

Conclusion


That Jesus' post-resurrection body remained physical, but was in certain ways glorified beyond his initial incarnated body does not seem to be contradictory. If a person accepts Jesus as fully God yet fully man (Phil 2:6-8) and second member of the holy Trinity, why would they object to His physical yet exalted yet still physical post-resurrection body? Rather than merely spiritual or overzealously physical, that Jesus' resurrected body was both material and, at the same time, glorified, reflects “a new, transformed embodiment.”


By examining first century Jewish conceptions of resurrection, the use of “sōma” in the New Testament, descriptions of Jesus' resurrected body in the New Testament and by the early church fathers, and other related evidences, it can be definitively stated that Jesus' body was physical, yet glorified. Our own resurrected bodies will be similarly physical yet glorified (to a lesser extent of course). Thus Paul may state: “But tell me this - since we preach that Christ rose from the dead, why are some of you saying there will be no resurrection of the dead?” (1 Cor 15:12, NLT). Because of the nature of Jesus' physical resurrection, those who choose to follow Christ can be assured that “God will restore the broken nature of believers at their resurrection not only because of his grace, but also because the nature of man qua man as a unity of body and spirit represents God's creative purpose.”
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