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Introduction  

During the last thirty years, perhaps the most captivating theological topic, at least in North 
America, is the historical Jesus. Dozens of publications by major scholars have appeared since 
the mid-1970s, bringing Jesus and his culture to the forefront of contemporary discussions. The 
apostle Paul has been the subject of numerous additional studies. Almost unavoidably, these two 
areas make it inevitable that the subject of Jesus’ resurrection will be discussed. To the careful 
observer, these studies are exhibiting some intriguing tendencies.  

Since 1975, more than 1400 scholarly publications on the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus 
have appeared. Over the last five years, I have tracked these texts, which were written in 
German, French, and English. Well over 100 subtopics are addressed in the literature, almost all 
of which I have examined in detail. Each source appeared from the last quarter of the Twentieth 
Century to the present, with more being written in the 1990s than in other decades.[1] This 
contemporary milieu exhibits a number of well-established trends, while others are just 
becoming recognizable. The interdisciplinary flavor is noteworthy, as well. Most of the critical 
scholars are theologians or New Testament scholars, while a number of philosophers and 
historians, among other fields, are also included.  

This essay is chiefly concerned with commenting on a few of these most recent scholarly trends 
regarding the resurrection of Jesus. I will attempt to do four things here, moving from the 
general to the specific. This will involve 1) beginning with some tendencies of a very broad 
nature, 2) delineating several key research trends, 3) providing a sample interpretation of these 



research trends from the works of two representative scholars, and 4) concluding with some 
comments on what I take to be the single most crucial development in recent thought. Regarding 
my own critics over the years, one of my interests is to ascertain if we can detect some 
widespread directions in the contemporary discussions—where are most recent scholars heading 
on these issues? Of course, the best way to do this is to comb through the literature and attempt 
to provide an accurate assessment.  

Some General Tendencies  

After a survey of contemporary scholarly opinions regarding the more general issue of Jesus’ 
christology, Raymond Brown argues that the most popular view is that of moderate 
conservatism.[2] It might be said, with qualification, that similar trends are exhibited in an 
analysis of the more specific area of recent scholarly positions on Jesus’ resurrection. When 
viewed as a whole, the general consensus is to recognize perhaps a surprising amount of 
historical data as reported in the New Testament accounts. In particular, Paul’s epistles, 
especially 1 Corinthians 15:1-20, along with other early creedal traditions, are frequently taken 
almost at face value.  

For the purposes of this essay, I will define moderate conservative approaches to the 
resurrection as those holding that Jesus was actually raised from the dead in some manner, either 
bodily (and thus extended in space and time), or as some sort of spiritual body (though often 
undefined). In other words, if what occurred can be described as having happened to Jesus rather 
than only to his followers, this range of views will be juxtaposed with those more skeptical 
positions that nothing actually happened to Jesus and can only be described as a personal 
experience of the disciples. Of course, major differences can be noted within and between these 
views.  

One way to group these general tendencies is by geography and language. For example, on the 
European Continent, recent German studies on the subject of the death and resurrection of Jesus 
are far more numerous, generally more theological in scope, and more diverse, than French 
treatments. This German diversity still includes many moderate and conservative stances. 
French studies, on the other hand, appear less numerous, more textually-oriented, and tend to 
reach more conservative conclusions.  

For example, German works of approximately the last 30 years include the more critical stances 
of Hans Conzelmann,[3] Willi Marxsen,[4] Gerd Lüdemann,[5] Ingo Broer,[6] and the early 
Rudolf Pesch.[7] But they also encompass more numerous works by Wolfhart Pannenberg,[8] 
Jürgen Moltmann,[9] Martin Hengel,[10] Jacob Kremer,[11] Walter Künneth,[12] and Ulrich 
Wilckens.[13]  

Examples of the French writings would be the works of Francis Durrwell,[14] Xavier Leon-
Dufour,[15] and Jean-Marie Guillaume.[16] Guillaume is typical of some of the more exegetical 
French studies, concluding that there are primitive, pre-synoptic traditions behind Gospel 
accounts such as the women discovering the empty tomb, Peter and John checking their claim, 
the proclamation in Lk. 24:34 that Jesus appeared to Peter, as well as Jesus’ appearance to the 
disciples on the initial Easter Sunday.[17]  

As has been the case for decades, British publications on the subject often reach rather 
independent conclusions from Continental thinkers. There are also a wide range of positions 
represented here, some of which differ from mainline conclusions, such as the works of Michael 
Goulder,[18] G.A. Wells,[19] and Duncan Derrett.[20] Still, the majority of British writings 
support what we have called the moderate conservative position. Examples are the publications 
of Thomas Torrance,[21] James D.G. Dunn,[22] Richard Swinburne,[23] and Oliver 
O’Donavan.[24] Most recently, the writings of N.T. Wright[25] have contributed heavily to this 



outlook.  

North American contributions include both the largest number and perhaps the widest range of 
views on Jesus’ resurrection. These extend from the more skeptical ideas of John Dominic 
Crossan[26] and Marcus Borg,[27] to the more moderate studies by Reginald Fuller,[28] Pheme 
Perkins,[29] and Raymond Brown, [30] to the more conservative voices of William Lane 
Craig[31] and Stephen Davis.[32] My publications would fit the latter category.[33]  

A rough estimate of the publications in my study of Jesus’ resurrection among British, French, 
and German authors (as well as a number of authors from several other countries[34]), published 
during the last 25 or so years, indicates that there is approximately a 3:1 ratio of works that fall 
into the category that we have dubbed the moderate conservative position, as compared to more 
skeptical treatments. Of course, this proves nothing concerning whether or not the resurrection 
actually occurred. But it does provide perhaps a hint--a barometer, albeit quite an unofficial one, 
on where many of these publications stand.  

By far, the majority of publications on the subject of Jesus’ death and resurrection have been 
written by North American authors. Interestingly, my study of these works also indicates an 
approximate ratio of 3:1 of moderate conservative to skeptical publications, as with the 
European publications. Here again, this signals the direction of current research.[35]  

Some Specific Research Trends  

I will note six particular areas of research that demarcate some of the most important trends in 
resurrection research today. In particular, I will feature areas that include some fairly surprising 
developments.  

First, after a hiatus since their heyday in the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries, recent 
trends indicate a limited surge of naturalistic explanations to the historicity of Jesus’ 
resurrection. Almost a dozen different alternative theses have emerged, either argued or 
suggested by more than forty different scholars, with some critics endorsing more than one 
theory. In place of the resurrection, both internal states of mind (such as subjective visions or 
hallucinations[36]) as well as objective phenomena (like illusions[37]) have been proposed.[38] 
The vast majority of scholars, however, still reject such proposals.  

A second research area concerns those scholars who address the subject of the empty tomb. It 
has been said that the majority of contemporary researchers accepts the historicity of this 
event.[39] But is there any way to be more specific? From the study mentioned above, I have 
compiled 23 arguments for the empty tomb and 14 considerations against it, as cited by recent 
critical scholars. Generally, the listings are what might be expected, dividing along theological 
“party lines.” To be sure, such a large number of arguments, both pro and con, includes very 
specific differentiation, including some overlap.  

Of these scholars, approximately 75% favor one or more of these arguments for the empty tomb, 
while approximately 25% think that one or more arguments oppose it. Thus, while far from 
being unanimously held by critical scholars, it may surprise some that those who embrace the 
empty tomb as a historical fact still comprise a fairly strong majority.  

By far the most popular argument favoring the Gospel testimony on this subject is that, in all 
four texts, women are listed as the initial witnesses. Contrary to often repeated statements,[40] 
First Century Jewish women were able to testify in some legal matters. But given the general 
reluctance in the Mediterranean world at that time to accept female testimony in crucial matters, 
most of those scholars who comment on the subject hold that the Gospels probably would not 



have dubbed them as the chief witnesses unless they actually did attest to this event.[41]  

Third, without question, the most critically-respected witness for Jesus’ resurrection is the 
apostle Paul. As Norman Perrin states, “Paul is the one witness we have whom we can 
interrogate.”[42] And 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 is taken to be the strongest evidence for the 
historicity of this event. Howard Clark Kee boldly asserts that Paul’s testimony here “can be 
critically examined . . . just as one would evaluate evidence in a modern court or academic 
setting.”[43] For several strong reasons,[44] most scholars who address the issue think that this 
testimony predates any New Testament book. Murphy-O’Connor reports that a literary analysis 
has produced “complete agreement” among critical scholars that “Paul introduces a quotation in 
v. 3b. . . .”[45]  

Paul probably received this report from Peter and James while visiting Jerusalem within a few 
years of his conversion.[46] The vast majority of critical scholars who answer the question place 
Paul’s reception of this material in the mid-30s A.D.[47] Even more skeptical scholars generally 
agree.[48] German theologian Walter Kasper even asserts that, “We have here therefore an 
ancient text, perhaps in use by the end of 30 AD . . . .” [49] Ulrich Wilckens declares that the 
material “indubitably goes back to the oldest phase of all in the history of primitive 
Christianity.”[50]  

Fourth, while this pre-Pauline creed provides crucial material, it is not the only instance. For 
example, many scholars think that the Book of Acts contains many early confessions, embedded 
in the sermons.[51] These creeds are indicated by brief, theologically unadorned wording that 
differs from the author’s normal language. Although this is more difficult to determine, it 
appears that most critical scholars think that at least some reflection of the earliest Christian 
preaching is encased in this material. This can be determined not only by the many authors who 
affirm it,[52] but also because it is difficult to find many who clearly reject any such early 
reports among the Acts sermons. The death and resurrection appearances of Jesus are always 
found at the center of these traditions. Gerald O’Collins holds that this sermon content 
“incorporates resurrection formulae which stem from the thirties.”[53] John Drane adds: “The 
earliest evidence we have for the resurrection almost certainly goes back to the time 
immediately after the resurrection event is alleged to have taken place. This is the evidence 
contained in the early sermons in the Acts of the Apostles.”[54]  

Some contemporary critical scholars continue to underplay and even disparage the notion that 
Jesus was raised bodily. But a fifth, seemingly little recognized and even surprising factor in the 
recent research, is that many recent scholars have been balancing the two aspects of Paul’s 
phrase “spiritual body,” with perhaps even a majority favoring the position that, according to the 
New Testament writers, Jesus appeared in a transformed body. Lüdemann even proclaims: “I do 
not question the physical nature of Jesus’ appearance from heaven. . . . Paul . . . asserts that 
Christians will receive a transformed physical body like the one that the heavenly man Christ 
has (cf. 1 Cor 15:35-49).”[55] Wright agrees: “there can be no question: Paul is a firm believer 
in bodily resurrection. He stands with his fellow Jews against the massed ranks of pagans; with 
his fellow Pharisees against other Jews.”[56] Many other scholars have spoken in support of a 
bodily notion of Jesus’ resurrection.[57]  

Sixth, the vast majority of contemporary theologians argue in some sense that Jesus’ 
resurrection variously evidences, leads to, or otherwise indicates the truth of Christian theology. 
Some prefer a non-evidential connection between this event and doctrinal truths, while others 
favor some level of entailment between them.  

Even skeptical scholars frequently manifest this connection. Willi Marxsen is an example of the 
tendency to find significance in Jesus’ resurrection. Though he rejects the historicity of this 
event, he thinks that, “The answer may be that in raising Jesus God acknowledged the one who 



was crucified; or that God endorsed Jesus in spite of his apparent failure; or something similar.” 
Immediately after this, Marxsen rather amazingly adds: “What happened . . . was that God 
endorsed Jesus as the person that he was: during his earthly lifetime Jesus pronounced the 
forgiveness of sins to men in the name of God. He demanded that they commit their lives 
entirely to God. . . . I could easily add a whole catalog of other statements.”[58] Though this is 
from a much older text, Marxsen closes his later volume on the resurrection on a related point, 
with “Jesus’ invitation to faith” declaring that, in some sense, it might be said that Jesus is still 
present and active in faith, encouraging us to bring reconciliation, forgiveness, and peace to 
others.[59]  

Also more recently, Marcus Borg delineates five areas of New Testament meaning that follow 
from Jesus’ death and resurrection. For instance, what “may well be the earliest interpretation” 
is that the rejection caused by Jesus’ execution gave way to “God’s vindication of Jesus” as 
provided by the resurrection. Another area is Jesus’ sacrifice for sin, the literal truth of which 
Borg rejects, while holding that this picture is still a powerful metaphor of God’s grace.[60]  

So a number of contemporary scholars realize that multiple truths follow from the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. It is difficult to avoid a correlation here. When Jesus' actual resurrection is 
accepted in some sense, related theological doctrines are often accepted more-or-less directly. 
Conversely, when the historicity of Jesus' resurrection is rejected, the corresponding theological 
doctrines are often held in less than literal terms.  

So where the event of Jesus’ resurrection is rejected, one might also expect to discover the 
rejection of certain theological concepts, too. For instance, one might reject claims regarding 
Jesus' self-consciousness, or the exclusivity his teachings, if the historical resurrection has also 
been discarded. On the other hand, if the resurrection actually occurred, and doctrine follows 
from the event, this would seem to place Jesus' theology on firmer grounds, as well. In keeping 
with Borg's remark above, perhaps the earliest New Testament witness is that the doctrine relies 
on the event.  

These six developments indicate some of the most recent trends in resurrection research. We 
will return below to an additional area that is drawn from several of these trends.  

A Comparison of Scholars  

As an example of these recent trends, I will compare briefly the ideas of two seemingly different 
scholars, John Dominic Crossan and N.T. Wright. We will contrast some of their views on 
Jesus’ resurrection, following the specific list of topics that we just provided. This will indicate 
some of their major differences, but perhaps some unexpected similarities, as well. Such will 
serve as a sample demarcation from the recent theological scene, as well.  

Neither Crossan nor Wright espouse naturalistic theories specifically regarding the resurrection 
appearances.[61] Wright is much more outspoken in his opposition to these alternatives 
hypotheses, referring to them as “false trails.”[62] Crossan has also recently agreed that the 
disciples, in some sense, experienced the risen Jesus and that natural substitutes are 
unconvincing.[63] Here we have an indication of the comment above that postulating natural 
alternatives is a minority option among recent scholars.  

Regarding the empty tomb, there is definitely a contrast between these two scholars. Crossan 
thinks that the empty tomb narrative in Mark’s Gospel was created by the author,[64] although 
he concedes that Paul may have implied this event.[65] On the other hand, Wright thinks not 
only that the empty tomb is historical, but that it provides one of the two major pillars for the 



historical resurrection appearances.[66]  

Both Crossan and Wright agree without reservation that Paul is the best early witness to the 
resurrection appearances. They both hold that Paul was an eyewitness to what he believed was a 
resurrection appearance of Jesus. Further, they share the view that Paul recorded an account in 1 
Corinthians 15:3-7 that he had received decades before writing the letter in which it appears, and 
that the apostle probably learned it during his early visit to Jerusalem, just a short time after 
Jesus’ death.[67]  

Both scholars include comparatively little discussion regarding the other early creedal passages 
in the New Testament that confirm the pre-Pauline report of the death and resurrection of Jesus 
in 1 Corinthians 15, but they do at least acknowledge a few texts. Wright has slightly more to 
say here, but Crossan does not dispute this data.[68]  

Perhaps most surprisingly, both Wright and Crossan embrace the claim that the earliest Christian 
teachings taught that Jesus appeared in a bodily manner. This is the case for several reasons, 
such as this being the predominant Jewish view at the time. Most of all, this was the clear 
meaning of the terms. Wright has argued passionately for over five hundred pages that, for 
pagans, Jews, and Christians in the ancient Mediterranean world up until the second century 
AD, the terms anastasiV (anastasis) and egeirw (egeiro) and cognates like exanastasiV 
(exanastasis), almost without exception, indicate a resurrection of the body. Interestingly, when 
the ancient writers who rejected (and even despised) this doctrine utilized these same terms, they 
spoke only of a bodily afterlife. When writing about the soul or spirit living after death, pagan 
authors used different words.[69] Even Paul clearly held that Jesus’ body was raised,[70] 
agreeing with the other New Testament authors.[71]  

On all three occasions when Wright and Crossan have dialogued concerning the resurrection, 
Crossan has noted his essential agreement with Wright’s major thesis regarding the meaning of 
bodily resurrection.[72] In fact, Crossan notes that he “was already thinking along these same 
lines.”[73] Crossan even agrees with Wright that Paul thought that Jesus’ appearance to him was 
also bodily in nature. Crossan and Reed explain that, “To take seriously Paul’s claim to have 
seen the risen Jesus, we suggest that his inaugural vision was of Jesus’ body simultaneously 
wounded and glorified.” Although the Acts accounts claim that Paul saw a luminous vision, 
Crossan and Reed decided to “bracket that blinded-by-light sequence and imagine instead a 
vision in which Paul both sees and hears Jesus as the resurrected Christ, the risen Lord.”[74] As 
a result, to take seriously the earliest Christian teachings would, at the very least, address the 
bodily nature of their claims.  

Lastly, both Crossan and Wright readily agree that the resurrection of Jesus in some sense 
indicates that the truth of Christian belief ought to lead to its theological outworkings, including 
the radical practice of ethics. As Crossan states, “Tom and I agree on one absolutely vital 
implication of resurrection faith . . . that God’s transfiguration of this world here below has 
already started . . .” To be sure, Crossan’s chief emphasis is to proceed to the meaning of Jesus’ 
resurrection in the world today, contending that we must live out the literal implications of this 
belief in “peace through justice.” Just as Jesus’ appearances inspired the disciples’ proclamation 
of God’s victory over sin and the powers of Caesar’s empire, we must “promote God’s Great 
Clean-Up of the earth” and “take back God’s world from the thugs.”[75]  

Wright argues that, for both the New Testament authors like Paul and John, as well as for us 
today, the facticity of Jesus’ resurrection indicates that Christian theology is true, including 
doctrines such as the sonship of Jesus and his path of eternal life to those who respond to his 
message.[76] The resurrection also requires a radical call to discipleship in a torn world, 
including responses to the political tyranny of both conservatives as well as liberals, addressing 
violence, hunger, and even death. As Wright says, “Easter is the beginning of God’s new world. 



. . . But Easter is the time for revolution. . . .”[77]  

So there is at least general agreement between Crossan and Wright regarding most of the 
individual topics which we have explored above. There is at least some important overlap in 
each of the six categories, except for the historicity of the empty tomb. The amount of 
agreement on some of the issues, like the value of Paul’s eyewitness testimony to a resurrection 
appearance, his report of an early creed that predates him by a couple of decades, as well as his 
knowledge of the message taught by the Jerusalem apostles, is rather incredible, especially given 
the different theological stances of these two scholars. The emerging agreement concerning the 
essential nature of Jesus’ bodily resurrection, especially for Paul and the New Testament 
authors, is a recent twist that would have been rather difficult to predict just a few years ago. 
And both scholars argue for the believer’s literal presence in righting the world’s wrongs, 
because of Jesus’ resurrection.  

Still, we must not be so caught up in the areas of agreement that we gloss over the very crucial 
differences. We have noted the disagreements concerning the empty tomb, along with my 
suggestion that Crossan essentially holds a natural alternative to the resurrection. So, the most 
glaring difference concerns whether or not Jesus was actually raised from the dead. While 
Wright clearly holds that this is an historical event of the past, Crossan’s position is much more 
difficult to decipher. Still, in spite of the wide agreement even in some very crucial areas, 
Crossan has clearly said that he does not think that the resurrection is an historical event.[78]  

For Crossan, at a very early date, the resurrection appearances were held by Paul and the 
disciples to be actual, bodily events. Though he personally rejects that view, Crossan accepts 
Jesus’ resurrection as a metaphor. Perhaps shedding some further light on his position, Crossan 
has affirmed what appears to be a crucial distinction. He rejects the literal resurrection of Jesus 
at least partially because he does not believe in an afterlife, so he has no literal category into 
which the resurrection may be placed.[79]  

The Disciples' Belief that they had Seen the Risen Jesus  

From considerations such as the research areas above, perhaps the single most crucial 
development in recent thought has emerged. With few exceptions, the fact that after Jesus’ death 
his followers had experiences that they thought were appearances of the risen Jesus is arguably 
one of the two or three most recognized events from the four Gospels, along with Jesus’ central 
proclamation of the Kingdom of God and his death by crucifixion. Few critical scholars reject 
the notion that, after Jesus’ death, the early Christians had real experiences of some sort.  

Reginald Fuller asserts that, “Even the most skeptical historian has to postulate an `x’” in order 
to account for the New Testament data—namely, the empty tomb, Jesus’ appearances, and the 
transformation of Jesus’ disciples.[80] Fuller concludes by pointing out that this kerygma 
“requires that the historian postulate some other event” that is not the rise of the disciples’ faith, 
but “the cause of the Easter faith.” What are the candidates for such a historical explanation? 
The “irreducible historical minimum behind the Easter narratives” is “a well-based claim of 
certain disciples to have had visions of Jesus after his death as raised from the dead . . . .” 
However it is explained, this stands behind the disciples’ faith and is required in order to explain 
what happened to them.[81]  

Fuller elsewhere refers to the disciples’ belief in the resurrection as “one of the indisputable 
facts of history.” What caused this belief? That the disciples’ had actual experiences, 
characterized as appearances or visions of the risen Jesus, no matter how they are explained, is 
“a fact upon which both believer and unbeliever may agree.”[82]  



An overview of contemporary scholarship indicates that Fuller’s conclusions are well-supported. 
E.P. Sanders initiates his discussion in The Historical Figure of Jesus by outlining the broad 
parameters of recent research. Beginning with a list of the historical data that critics know, he 
includes a number of “equally secure facts” that “are almost beyond dispute.” One of these is 
that, after Jesus’ death, “his disciples . . . saw him.”[83] In an epilogue, Sanders reaffirms, “That 
Jesus’ followers (and later Paul) had resurrection experiences is, in my judgment, a fact. What 
the reality was that gave rise to the experiences I do not know.”[84]  

After beginning with a list of “a few assorted facts to which most critical scholars subscribe,” 
Robert Funk mentions that, “The conviction that Jesus was no longer dead but was risen began 
as a series of visions . . . .”[85] Later, after listing and arranging all of the resurrection 
appearances, Funk states that they cannot be harmonized.[86] But he takes more seriously the 
early, pre-Pauline confessions like 1 Corinthians 15:3-7.[87]  

John Meier lists “the claim by some of his disciples that he had risen from the dead and 
appeared to them” as one of the “empirically verifiable historical claims.” Paul, in particular, 
was an eyewitness to such an appearance, and James, the brother of Jesus, appears in the pre-
Pauline list of appearances.[88]  

James D.G. Dunn asserts: “It is almost impossible to dispute that at the historical roots of 
Christianity lie some visionary experiences of the first Christians, who understood them as 
appearances of Jesus, raised by God from the dead.” Then Dunn qualifies the situation: “By 
`resurrection’ they clearly meant that something had happened to Jesus himself. God had raised 
him, not merely reassured them. He was alive again. . . .”[89]  

Wright asks how the disciples could have recovered from the shattering experience of Jesus’ 
death and regrouped afterwards, testifying that they had seen the risen Jesus, while being quite 
willing to face persecution because of this belief. What was the nature of the experience that 
dictated these developments? [90]  

Bart Ehrman explains that, “Historians, of course, have no difficulty whatsoever speaking about 
the belief in Jesus’ resurrection, since this is a matter of public record. For it is a historical fact 
that some of Jesus’ followers came to believe that he had been raised from the dead soon after 
his execution.” This early belief in the resurrection is the historical origination of 
Christianity.[91]  

As we have mentioned throughout, there are certainly disagreements about the nature of the 
experiences. But it is still crucial that the nearly unanimous consent[92] of critical scholars is 
that, in some sense, the early followers of Jesus thought that they had seen the risen Jesus.  

This conclusion does not rest on the critical consensus itself, but on the reasons for the 
consensus, such as those pointed out above. A variety of paths converge here, including Paul's 
eyewitness comments regarding his own experience (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8), the pre-Pauline 
appearance report in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, probably dating from the 30s, Paul's second 
Jerusalem meeting with the major apostles to ascertain the nature of the Gospel (Gal. 2:1-10), 
and Paul's knowledge of the other apostles' teachings about Jesus' appearances (1 Cor. 15:9-15, 
especially 15:11). Further, the early Acts confessions, the conversion of James, the brother of 
Jesus, the transformed lives that centered on the resurrection, the later Gospel accounts, and, 
most scholars would agree, the empty tomb. This case is built entirely on critically-ascertained 
texts, and confirmed by many critical principles such as eyewitness testimony, early reports, 
multiple attestation, discontinuity, embarrassment, enemy declarations, and coherence.[93]  

These same data indicate that Jesus’ followers reported visual experiences, witnessed by both 



individuals and groups. It is hardly disputed that this is at least the New Testament claim. The 
vast majority of scholars agree that these persons certainly thought that they had visual 
experiences of the risen Jesus. As Helmut Koester maintains, "We are on much firmer ground 
with respect to the appearances of the risen Jesus and their effect." In addition to Paul, "that 
Jesus appeared to others (Peter, Mary Magdalene, James) cannot very well be questioned."[94]  

The point here is that any plausible explanations must account for the disciples’ claims, due to 
the wide variety of factors that argue convincingly for visual experiences. This is also 
recognized by critical scholars across a wide theological spectrum. As such, both natural and 
supernatural explanations for these occurrences must be entertained. Most studies on the 
resurrection concentrate on cognate issues, often obstructing a path to this matter. What really 
happened? I certainly cannot argue the options here, but at least the possibilities have been 
considerably narrowed.  

Conclusion  

This study attempts to map out some of the theological landscape in recent and current 
resurrection studies. Several interesting trends have been noted, taken from these contemporary 
studies.  

Most crucially, current scholarship generally recognizes that Jesus’ early followers claimed to 
have had visual experiences that they at least thought were appearances of their risen Master. 
Fuller’s comment may be recalled that, as “one of the indisputable facts of history,” both 
believers as well as unbelievers can accept “[t]hat these experiences did occur.”[95] Continuing, 
Wright asks: “How, as historians, are we to describe this event . . . History therefore spotlights 
the question: what happened?”[96]  

We cannot entertain the potential options here regarding what really happened, although we 
have narrowed the field. But due to the strong support from a variety of factors, these early 
Christian experiences need to be explained viably. I contend that this is the single most crucial 
development in recent resurrection studies.  
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