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Editorial: Reflections on 
the Glorious Resurrection 
of our Lord Jesus Christ
Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern Baptist Theo-

logical Seminary and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. He received his 

Ph.D. from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and he is the author of numerous 

essays and articles and the co-author of Kingdom through Covenant (Crossway, 2012) 

and God’s Kingdom through God’s Covenants: A Concise Biblical Theology (forthcoming 

Crossway, 2015).

This issue of SBJT is devoted to the theme of the resurrection and especially 
the glorious resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. From a number of differ-
ent angles, both Old and New Testament, our authors reflect on the biblical 
teaching regarding the resurrection, Christ’s resurrection, and its implication 
for our lives as Christians. At Easter time, much attention is given to Christ’s 
death, burial, and resurrection. But at other times of the year we often neglect 
detailed reflection upon our Lord’s work and especially his resurrection. This 
issue of the journal seeks to remedy this lack of thought and reflection on 
such an important biblical and theological truth. 

It goes without saying that the resurrection of Christ is at the heart of Bible, 
Christian theology, and the Gospel. Many places in Scripture remind of us 
of this fact but probably none so clear as the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 
15: “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ 
died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures” (vv. 3-4), and a little fur-
ther in the same chapter, “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is 
useless and so is your faith… And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is 
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futile; you are still in your sins. Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ 
are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more 
than all men” (vv. 14, 17-19). Apart from the resurrection of Christ, Paul 
rightly argues, the entire Gospel message makes no sense, and the entire 
grounds of the Christian faith crumble.

Why is this the case? After all, prior to Christ’s resurrection other resur-
rections occurred in Scripture. In both the OT and NT, resurrections are rare 
but they did occur. No doubt, it is probably best to view these resurrections 
more as resuscitations since there is no evidence that those who were raised 
remained permanently alive. For example, in the case of Lazarus, our Lord 
raised him from the dead, but we presume that Lazarus would have died 
again as even now he awaits the final resurrection. So what makes Christ’s 
resurrection so unique and singular in importance? 

The answer is not found merely in stating or demonstrating the mere 
historical fact of the resurrection, namely, that the Jesus who died on the 
cross was bodily raised on the third day since prior to Christ’s resurrection, 
other resurrections/resuscitations took place. Rather, the answer is that if 
one places Christ’s resurrection within the plotline of Scripture (which is 
what we must do), Jesus’ resurrection is presented to us in an entirely dif-
ferent category than previous ones. Instead of being like the resurrection of 
Lazarus, it is viewed as nothing less than the resurrection of all resurrections 
and the beginning of an entirely new creation order because, after all, it is 
the resurrection of the divine Son.

Proof of this assertion is not hard to find. In the storyline of Scripture, 
Jesus is presented as God the Son incarnate, or in the words of John, “the 
Word made flesh” ( John 1:14). The reason for the incarnation of the eternal 
Son, the second person of the triune Godhead, is to save us from our sins 
(Matt 1:21) and to inaugurate a new covenant in his cross work on our 
behalf (Heb 2:5-18; 5-10). The Son took on our humanity for the purpose 
of paying for our sin, defeating the power of death, and accomplishing our 
eternal redemption. At the heart of the human problem is sin before God 
which results in death, and apart from payment of our sin and the defeat 
of death, there is no salvation. Due to our sin, first in Adam and then in all 
of us as members of the human race (Rom 5:12-21), death is viewed as an 
intrusion into God’s good world and the penalty of our rebellion against God 
(Rom 6:23). It is not until sin is paid for and death destroyed that God’s 
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new creation finally comes. In our Lord Jesus Christ, this is precisely what 
has occurred. This is why his resurrection is not presented as an ordinary 
one; rather it is the resurrection which inaugurates an entirely new order.

Furthermore, not only is Christ’s resurrection viewed as the beginning of 
the new creation (2 Cor 5:17), it is also described as the firstfruits (1 Cor 
15:20)—thus resulting in a new existence. As a result of Christ’s resurrection, 
redemption is accomplished and his resurrection body now becomes the 
pattern of what we shall be, and what God intended for us from the beginning 
(see 1 Cor 15:42-44). In addition, it is due to Christ’s glorious cross and res-
urrection (in biblical thought the two are inseparable) that death is not only 
destroyed and salvation is accomplished, but God’s judgment is sure. Paul at 
Athens makes this clear as he proclaims that Christ’s resurrection not only 
ushers in salvation but also judgment (Acts 17:31). The holy and righteous 
Creator of the universe will not let sin go forever unpunished; instead in 
Christ and precisely because of his resurrection, the triune God speaks with 
certainty to this poor, lost world: judgment is coming, the books are going 
to be balanced, and it will be done by the crucified and risen Lord of Glory.

In Scripture, the resurrection of Christ is no small thing, and that is cer-
tainly an understatement. The entirety of the Gospel depends on it: not 
merely the fact of Christ’s resurrection as important as that is, but the truth 
and the theology of the resurrection. Christ’s bodily resurrection in history 
means something specific in God’s eternal plan and what it means is that 
Messiah Jesus, God the Son incarnate, is none other than the sovereign 
Savior, Redeemer, King, and Judge. May this issue of SBJT, in its focus on 
the theme of the resurrection, stir in all of us a recommitment to our great 
Redeemer, and a desire to live for him and to make him known. With the 
church of all ages, may it lead us to cry: So come, risen and exalted Jesus!
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“From Dust You Shall 
Arise:” Resurrection Hope 
in the Old Testament
Mitchell L. Chase

Mitchell L. Chase is adjunct professor of Old Testament at Boyce College and Preach-

ing Pastor at Kosmosdale Baptist Church, Louisville, Kentucky. He earned his Ph.D. 

in Biblical Studies from The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, and his Th.M. 

and M.Div. from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. Dr. Chase is the author 

of Behold Our Sovereign God (Lucid Books, 2012), The Gospel is for Christians (Lucid 

Books, 2010), and a number of articles published in the Journal of the Evangelical Theo-

logical Society and the Journal of Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, including articles 

for The Gospel Coalition.

Introduction

My oldest boy used to think that if he could not see the sun shining in the sky 
during the day, then it was not really out and shining. For him, the sun had 
to be visible, uncloaked by clouds. He eventually realized that the presence 
of the sun was evident in the light it shone. Clouds might affect his seeing 
the fiery ball above, but the rays still came down to illumine the earth. And 
soon he will learn that even darkness does not mean the absence of the sun, 
for the moon reflects its light. 

The sun of resurrection hope shines bright and clear in 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.” There is not 
a cloud in sight. But whence came this hope? Some interpreters insist that it 
did not shine earlier than Daniel 12.1 But what if rays could be seen through 
clouds in earlier prophets, poetry, historical books, and even the Torah? What 
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if the promise of resurrection, in some places, was more like moonlight? 
In this article I will put forward evidence that the OT authors advanced 

a hope for resurrection. Daniel 12:2 is the fullest expression of it, but that 
verse is not an innovation or intrusion in OT theology. Resurrection hope 
is discernible in the Bible’s earliest books and culminates in the statement 
that those who returned to the dust would one day wake up and rise. 

Two Preliminaries

An exhaustive exploration of OT resurrection hope is not possible in this 
article, so subsequent sections will engage texts that represent expressions 
of this hope in the theology of the OT authors. Crucial to my approach are 
two preliminary issues: first, the importance of progressive revelation, and 
second, the dynamic presentation of death and life in the Bible. 

Progressive revelation acknowledges that what God disclosed at one 
point in history may undergo development and further disclosure. Later 
biblical authors may use and reappropriate the texts of earlier biblical authors. 
Recognition of such usage is hermeneutically helpful because we can see 
an inspired, authoritative interpretation and expansion of earlier verses and 
themes. The insights of progressive revelation can be more fully appreciated 
in the Bible’s canonical context. Attending to the canonical context helps 
to preserve the organic storyline and unity of Holy Scripture. Certainly 
resurrection hope is a frequent subject in the NT. For the question of that 
hope in the OT, our attention to progressive revelation can help us rightly 
identify early texts where the seeds of this hope are planted. 

Some readers may conceive of resurrection hope in exclusively biological 
terms. This understanding is far too narrow, however. We should take our cues 
from the biblical authors, who spoke of death and life in more dynamic ways. 
The hope for bodily resurrection was part of a matrix of other OT themes—
like the movement of rising up, restoration reversing desolation, provision 
of offspring despite obstacles, near-death rescue, promises implying new 
bodily life, redemption from captivity, recovery from sickness, resuscitation 
from physical death, return from exile—that testified of God’s power and 
promise-keeping zeal. This tenfold matrix will help us see how resurrection 
hope was both implicit and explicit prior to Daniel 12:2. 
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Resurrection in the Old Testament

The Movement of Rising Up
The opening chapters of the Bible narrate God creating a world and, most 
specifically, giving life as things rise up. His Spirit hovered over the waters 
(Gen 1:2) and, on the third day, brought forth land out of the water (1:9) 
and then vegetation and plants from the land (1:11). Mirroring the third 
day was the sixth,2 when God brought up man from the dust (2:7). These 
reports of upward movement from the ground or water are resurrection 
imagery.3 From the ground, God has raised up life. Man was not created as 
a soul apart from a body; man was an embodied being. The divine design, 
then, was an image-bearer with a body. 

The first Adam was an archetype in the sense that every image-bearer 
would come into this world as an embodied person. And while the wages 
of sin was death (Rom 6:23), the last Adam secured resurrection life for all 
who are in him (1 Cor 15:22). When the apostle Paul talked of resurrection 
hope in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49, he alluded to Genesis 1-2. Death could be 
depicted as sowing grain in the ground (1 Cor 15:37), yet the seed rises up 
in due time with its fitting form (15:38-39). Likewise the body is sown into 
the ground at death, but it will be raised imperishable at the resurrection 
(15:42-44). Jesus’ own resurrection was the fruitfruits of this hope coming 
true (1 Cor 15:20; cf. John 12:24). 

Restoration Reversing Desolation
In Genesis 7-8, God destroyed the world and then made it new again. The 
flood was a de-creation. God’s Spirit had once separated waters (Gen 1:6), 
brought forth dry land (1:9), and filled that land with plant, animal, and 
human life (1:11, 25-27). Yet this order was reversed as God wiped out 
mankind, animals, and plants, and then covered the dry land again with water. 
When the mighty deluge ended, God caused the waters to move (8:1), and 
when they receded, dry land appeared (8:4-5) and plant life returned (8:11). 
Soon the animals and man filled the land again (8:18-19). The biblical author 
depicted Genesis 7-8 not only as a de-creation but as a re-creation too.4 The 
world which had died was now raised from its desolate state. The apostle 
Peter referred to the ark being preserved through the waters of judgment 
(1 Pet 1:20) right before he mentioned baptism (1:21). Baptism pictures 
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going into and coming out of the grave (cf. Rom 6:3-4), so Peter’s previous 
reference to the ark event confirms that Genesis 7-8 tells a story of death 
and resurrection. 

By analogy, desolations of land are death, and restoration is resurrection. 
For example, in Isaiah 35 God will cause the wilderness to be glad and the 
desert to thrive (35:1-2). According to Levenson, as God “marches forth in 
wrath against the oppressive forces of chaos and death, nature languishes, 
and when he returns enthroned in victory and justice, nature flourishes 
and luxuriates.”5 

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 
then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy. 
For waters break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; the burning 
sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; in the haunt of 
jackals, where they lie down, the grass shall become reeds and rushes (Isa 35:5-7).

In this passage, physical handicaps and geographical desolation are linked 
together, and God reverses the state of both. He brings life and restoration. 
Levenson again: “These transformations, whether of deserts or mountains 
or unjust fates or human disabilities, were equally impossible and equally 
exceptional ... To those of little faith, they were doubtless mere fantasies and 
impossibilities.”6 Yet God’s power overcomes what seems impossible. Earlier 
verses (e.g., Isa 25:8 and 26:19) teach that God’s power will undo death as 
well. Greenspoon reasons that the “resurrection of man can be fit into the 
overall portrayal of nature’s response to the victorious Divine Warrior.”7

The Israelites could also be desolated and restored. When God promised 
judgment to rebellious Israel, he compared his wrath to a lion that would 
tear them apart (Hos 5:14). Hosea reported the response of the people, 
“Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn us, that he may heal us; 
he has struck us down, and he will bind us up. After two days he will revive 
us, on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him” (6:1-2). 
While the sincerity of the people may be in question (see 6:4-6), they were 
not wrong about God’s ability to raise the dead. If God desolated them with 
judgment, their restoration would be like resurrection from the dead. Their 
use of resurrection language confirmed the existence of this concept already 
during the 8th century B.C.8 Since resurrection hope existed prior to Hosea’s 
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ministry, the language in 6:2 adapted bodily resurrection to the experi-
ence of the nation.9 The Israelites described their revival in terms of a land 
flourishing under God’s blessing: “Let us know; let us press on to know the 
LORD; his going out is sure as the dawn; he will come to us as the showers, 
as the spring rains that water the earth” (6:3). Similar language appeared in 
14:6-8 (Eng. 14:5-7) when God promised to restore his desolate people: 
“I will be like the dew to Israel; he shall blossom like the lily; he shall take 
root like the trees of Lebanon; his shoots shall spread out; his beauty shall 
be like the olive, and his fragrance like Lebanon. They shall return and dwell 
beneath my shadow; they shall flourish like the grain; they shall blossom 
like the vine; their fame shall be like the wine of Lebanon.”10 In Hosea 6, 
the people hoped God would resurrect them, that he might come to them 
like spring rains on a parched land. And in Hosea 14, God pledged to do 
just that. In their desolate state, God’s restoring power would raise them up. 

Provision of Offspring Despite Obstacles
The experience of barrenness (Gen 11:30; 16:2; 18:11-13) or the loss of 
children (37:33-35; 48:11; Job 1:19-20; Jer 31:15) were devastating obsta-
cles that a couple could face. Wright observes, “To see one’s children die or 
be killed was perhaps the greatest possible personal disaster.”11 The end of a 
family line was a functional death because personal identity continued on in 
the survival and propagation of progeny (cf. Gen 15:1-3; 30:1). Life, then, was 
bound up in social identity, and Hebrew culture did not finely distinguish the 
individual from it.12 This logic undergirded the practice of levirate marriage 
(Deut 25:5; Matt 22:24).13 If a couple experienced barrenness or the loss of 
children, the subsequent provision of children was the resurrection of the 
family line from the dead. 

Consider the tragic death of Abel in Genesis 4. Coming after the promise 
of 3:15 that the seed of the woman would crush the serpent, Eve may have 
thought that the birth of Abel marked the fulfillment of that prophecy (4:1). 
Yet Cain killed Abel, ending the line that would have advanced through him 
(4:8). The birth of Seth was the resurrection of the promised line (4:25-26).14 
The theme of obstacles to the line of promise surfaces repeatedly in the 
Pentateuch, and the first attestation of the pattern of birth-reversing-death 
was in Genesis 4 (cf. Job 1 and 42).

The chapters of Genesis also interweave a barrenness theme. Levenson 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 18.4 (2014)

14

rightly observes, “Striking at each generation of the patriarchs of Genesis, 
and then Judah in the next, childlessness in one or both of these modes 
threatens to terminate the family, thus evoking the terror that later generations 
(including our own) feel in the face of their personal deaths.”15 God promised 
Abraham that all families of the earth would be blessed through him (Gen 
12:2-3), but the reader had just learned of Sarah’s barrenness (11:30). This 
obstacle of barrenness introduced tension in the narrative because God 
promised the patriarch more offspring than the stars above (15:5). Displaying 
his power, God granted life to Sarah’s dead womb (21:1-7). “God’s reversal 
of Sarah’s infertility brought life from death in the same way Seth’s birth 
brought hope after Abel died.”16 In Paul’s interpretation of Isaac’s birth, the 
apostle affirmed that God “gives life to the dead and calls into existence the 
things that do not exist” (Rom 4:17). The pattern of birth-reversing-death 
was repeated in the wombs of Rebekah (Gen 25:21), Leah (29:31), and 
Rachel (30:22). “These reversals of barrenness strengthen the confidence 
that God has the power to reverse destruction and to overcome any obstacles 
impeding the advance of his promises and the seed of the woman.”17 

Near-Death Rescue
Stories of near-death rescues pervade the OT. God may rescue his people 
from external threats (like looming tragedy or the assault of enemies) or 
from internal threats (like sickness). In this section we will consider rescues 
of the former kind.

Abraham’s child of promise was born in Genesis 21:1-7, and in 22:2 God 
told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. This instruction would kill the promised line, 
and it would also call into question God’s promise in 21:12 that “through 
Isaac shall your offspring be named.” Nevertheless, Abraham went to the 
mountain with his young men and son (22:3), and on the appointed day he 
took Isaac to the mountain. Before the ascent he told his young men, “Stay 
here with the donkey; I and the boy will go over there and worship and 
come again to you” (22:5). Abraham spoke in the plural when he spoke of 
returning (“come again,” wĕnāšûbāh). The best explanation of his words is 
confidence that God would not renege on the promise of multiplying off-
spring through Isaac. His plural statement, “I and the boy will ... come again 
to you,” was an expression of resurrection faith. If God appointed Isaac as 
the vessel of offspring, and if he also directed Abraham to kill this promised 
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child, then God must intend to raise Isaac from the dead in order to uphold 
his promise. Abraham did not believe that God’s command in Genesis 22:5 
would nullify God’s promise in 21:12. The writer of Hebrews tells us that 
Abraham “considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead, 
from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back” (Heb 11:19). 
Isaac’s near-death deliverance was a figurative resurrection from the dead!18 
And according to Beale, God’s preservation of Abraham’s seed through the 
deliverance of Isaac was a “type” of the future resurrection.19 

If a biblical character neared death, successful intervention was deliverance 
from death. This deliverance was sometimes framed as if the victim was in 
the very jaws of Sheol before being lifted out by the power of God. There-
fore death was not just the culmination of a life but could even describe the 
process leading up to the cessation of biological life. Commenting on how 
Hebrews 11:19 interpreted the rescue of Isaac in Genesis 22:10-12, Byron 
Wheaton deduces:

This text provides us with several clues for reading other narratives of the OT 
for their allusion to the resurrection. First, the “victim” is under some sort of 
sentence of death. Second, the process of execution is in progress. Third, there is 
no human possibility of rescue; the end is imminent. Fourth, the dying process 
is miraculously overcome so that the victim is restored to life. Fifth, the “resur-
rection” issues in a new future for the victim and those associated with him.20

With this hermeneutical lens in place, consider the near-death rescue of 
Jonah. The prophet was thrown into the sea ( Jon 1:15), and a fish swallowed 
him (2:1 [Eng. 1:17]). The fish delivered Jonah from drowning, and Jonah 
experienced another deliverance when the fish vomited him onto dry land 
after three days and three nights (2:1 [Eng. 1:17]; 2:11 [Eng. 2:10]). The 
prophet described the watery depths as “the belly of Sheol” (2:3 [Eng. 2:2]), 
from which the fish rescued him and “brought up my life from the pit” (2:7 
[Eng. 2:6]). Wheaton says, “This act of divine intervention when there was 
no possibility of escaping death can only be understood as resurrection.”21 
Jesus used the image of Jonah’s near-death descent to speak of his own 
impending death: “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the 
belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights 
in the heart of the earth” (Matt 12:40). 
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David once portrayed his conditions of demise as waves of death, torrents 
of destruction, cords of Sheol, and snares of death (2 Sam 22:5-6). When 
he called upon God, “He sent from on high, he took me; he drew me out of 
many waters” (22:17). The content of 2 Samuel 22 parallels Psalm 18 (see 
Ps 18:5-6 [Eng. 18:4-5]; 18:17 [Eng. 18:16]). The picture of being taken up 
from Sheol is resurrection from the dead. Anderson explains:

Some of Israel’s psalms indicate that death is something more than a biological 
event that occurs when the heart stops beating... [I]n the view of Israel’s psalmists, 
death’s power is at work in us now, during our historical existence. Death’s power 
is felt in the midst of life to the degree that one experiences any weakening of 
personal vitality through illness, bodily handicap, imprisonment, attack from 
enemies, or advancing old age. Any threat to a person’s welfare ..., that is, one’s 
freedom to be and to participate in the covenant community, is understood as 
an invasion of Death, regarded as a mythical Power, into “the land of the living.” 
In some of the psalms (especially individual psalms of thanksgiving), one can 
see how the experience of salvation from the power of death moves toward the 
experience of “resurrection,” that is, being restored from death to life.22

David wrote in Psalm 3 about enemies surrounding him. With the threat 
of death rising against him (Ps 3:1-2), God was a shield and head-lifter (3:3-
4). David lay down, slept, and rose again because of God’s sustaining power 
(3:5). David was confident of vindication (3:7). In Psalms 22-24, David 
described terror on every side, as well as a feeling of forsakenness within him 
(22:1, 6-7, 12-15). Evildoers encircled the king (22:16), piercing him and 
gloating over him (22:16-18). Yet the Lord was his shepherd (23:1), leading 
him and restoring him (23:2-3). In the shadow of death, he confessed the 
comforting staff of God (23:4). Then in Psalm 24, David asked who shall 
ascend and stand in God’s holy place (24:3). The answer was “the King of 
glory” (24:7-10), who experienced exaltation and triumph. Passages like 
Psalm 3 and clusters like Psalms 22-24 depict the deliverance and vindication 
of the king in terms that evoke rescue from death. Confident in God’s power 
over death, the psalmist can say, “when I was brought low, he saved me ... I 
will walk before the LORD in the land of the living” (116:6, 9). 

The book of Daniel described two famous near-death rescues: Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego were delivered out of a fiery death (Dan 3:26), 
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and Daniel was saved from the lions (6:22-23). The fiery furnace and den of 
lions were places of death, and God delivered these characters in figurative 
resurrections. Steinmann says, “The preservation of his faithful followers 
from physical harm and temporal death affords a glimpse of the salvation 
from eternal death and resurrection to eternal life that all God’s people have 
through faith (12:2-3).”23 Near-death deliverances stirred hope for that final 
vindication when God’s people will dwell with him forever in bodies not 
bound by death. In the book of Daniel, a temporal deliverance and vindi-
cation “encourages us to see the prediction of resurrection as the final and 
most explicit promise in a much longer line ... Any second-Temple Jew who 
pondered the book would find in 12:2-3 not a new and outlandish idea, 
unanticipated and unforeseen, but the crown of all that had gone before.”24 
Every deliverance from death, every picture of resurrection, turned up the 
heat of hope for God to do something about death itself. With each divine 
rescue—be it of Isaac, Jonah, David, or Daniel—the temperature rose. 

The previous stories in this section concerned small-scale deliverances 
from death, with the focus on an individual. On a corporate scale, the cross-
ing through the Red Sea depicted resurrection on a grand canvas. As the 
Egyptians pursued the Israelites, the latter asked Moses, “Is it because there 
are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness?” 
(Exod 14:11a). The people believed they were standing in their own graves, 
and this language was significant for what God did next. God divided the 
waters of the sea into two standing walls (14:21-22), and the Israelites 
crossed on dry ground (14:22, 30). The apostle Paul certainly viewed this 
crossing as a picture of resurrection because he spoke of the people being 
“baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea” (1 Cor 10:2), and baptism 
displayed dying and rising again. 

Promises Implying New Bodily Life
In the Garden of Eden, the tree of life held out hope for a kind of life Adam 
and Eve did not yet have. After the couple sinned, God exiled them out of 
the garden “lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and 
eat, and live forever” (Gen 3:22). The tree of life was a promise of immortal 
bodily life. Adam and Eve were embodied image-bearers, but they lived in 
mortal bodies in the garden. The tree of life indicated that another kind of 
bodily life was possible, a superior and immortal existence. Waltke says, “This 
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highest potency of life was available in the garden and ... will be experienced 
consummately in the resurrection of our bodies.”25

God promised Abraham, “I will give to you and to your offspring after 
you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting 
possession, and I will be their God” (Gen 17:8; cf. 12:7; 13:15; 15:18). But 
how could God keep this promise if Abraham died not owning more than a 
burial plot in the promised land?26 The patriarchs did not believe death would 
hinder the fulfillment of their promised inheritance. When Abraham died, 
Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah—a cave in Canaan 
(25:9). When Isaac died, Jacob and Esau buried him in that same cave 
(35:29; 49:31). And as Jacob was dying, he told his sons to “bury me with 
my fathers in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite, in the cave that 
is in the field at Machpelah” (49:29-30; 50:13). Near his own death, Joseph 
requested that his bones be carried from Egypt to Canaan (50:24-25; Heb 
11:22). These Genesis characters believed burial in Canaan was important 
because God would keep his promise to give them the land as an everlasting 
possession. These hopeful men would experience new bodily life that enabled 
the fulfillment of the land-promise. N. T. Wright says that no rabbi “supposed 
that the patriarchs ... had yet been given this resurrection life. The point of 
demonstrating that there were promises yet outstanding to the patriarchs 
was that God must be capable of fulfilling them in the world yet to come.”27

Isaiah 24-27 is a little apocalypse, and in 25:8 God promised to “swal-
low up death forever.” If death is defeated, its hold on bodies would be 
broken. Therefore the promise to eat death implied resurrection. Isaiah 25 
contrasted with the previous chapter, which narrated God’s judgment and 
cosmic destruction (24:1, 3-6, 17, 19-20). Isaiah 24 and 25 were chapters 
of judgment and renewal, and God’s consumption of death would be part 
of this renewing work. Since death was one of God’s enemies, “or even the 
ultimate enemy,” the final victory of God “requires the elimination of his 
great foe, death.”28 The apostle Paul understood that the promise of Isaiah 
25:8 would be fulfilled at the resurrection (see 1 Cor 15:54). 

Redemption from Captivity
In light of the OT’s dynamic view of death, slavery or captivity was a func-
tional death.29 An episode like the exodus from Egypt (Exod 12:33-42) 
was a redemption tantamount to living again. Liberation was resurrection. 
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According to Levenson, “To be alive in this frequent biblical sense of the 
word inevitably entailed more than merely existing in a certain physical 
state. It also entailed having one’s being within a flourishing and continuing 
kin group that dwelt in a productive and secure association with its land.”30 
The exodus became a salvific event writ large in the minds of Israelites. It 
was a prototype of ultimate redemption, of eschatological liberation: resur-
rection from the dead.31 Especially in the Prophets, the events of the nation 
subsumed within it the hope for individual liberation as well, freedom from 
death and decay (cf. Hos 6; Ezek 37). The OT authors advanced individual 
hope through the experiences of Israel. 

Having considered the corporate example of the people being liberated 
in Exodus, now reflect on the individual story of Joseph at the end of Gen-
esis. His scheming brothers sold him into slavery (Gen 37:27-28). The 
narrator said “Joseph had been brought down to Egypt” (39:1), a descent 
into captivity. Yet God prospered Joseph. Joseph’s master installed him as 
the overseer of his house “and put him in charge of all that he had” (39:4). 
Eventually Joseph rose to power in Egypt with only Pharaoh being greater 
(41:40). Pharaoh set Joseph over all Egypt, putting a ring on his hand, fine 
linens on his body, and a golden chain around his neck (41:41-42). From 
the death of captivity, Joseph had experienced a resurrection.32 

Recovery from Sickness 
Keeping in mind Anderson’s words that “Death’s power is felt in the midst 
of life to the degree that one experiences any weakening of personal vitality 
through illness,”33 Naaman’s leprous condition was a kind of death. In 2 Kings 
5, the king of Israel received a letter from the king of Syria which read, “When 
this letter reaches you, know that I have sent to you Naaman my servant, 
that you may cure him of his leprosy” (5:6). But Israel’s king tore his clothes 
and said, “Am I God, to kill and to make alive, that this man sends word to 
me to cure a man of his leprosy?” (5:7). In the mind of this king, God alone 
could cure leprosy because God had the power to kill and make alive—and 
a leper being cured would be like rising from death! 

According to Leviticus 13:45-46, a leper had to wear torn clothes and 
loose hair, cry out “Unclean! Unclean!” lest anyone come near, and live in 
exile for the rest of his days, cut off from friends and family (see Num 5:2-3). 
In light of Moses’ words about Miriam when she became leprous, someone 
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with that disease was as good as dead (see Num 12:10-12). Curing leprosy 
was like resurrection. Elisha instructed Naaman the Leper to wash in the 
Jordan River seven times in order for his flesh to be restored and clean (2 
Kgs 5:10), and Naaman’s compliance resulted in physical restoration (5:14). 
What seemed impossible to man could be overcome by the power of God. 

Resuscitation from Physical Death
In the Torah, no one was physically raised from death. Three occurrences 
in the historical books merit our attention, however. Elijah raised a widow’s 
son (1 Kgs 17:20-23), Elisha raised a Shunammite’s son (2 Kgs 4:34-35), 
and Elisha’s bones raised a dead man when the latter’s body touched the 
prophet’s bones (2 Kgs 13:20-21). N. T. Wright says these resuscitations “are 
not particularly relevant to the study of Israelite beliefs about death and life 
beyond,”34 but that statement severely underestimates their importance. Since 
there was no previous story of someone coming back from the dead, these 
episodes were unprecedented. And consider what these reports meant about 
death: physical death was not undoable. Its jaws, though clenched tightly over 
its prey, could be pried open at the command of God. Of Elijah’s resuscitation 
of the widow’s son (see 1 Kgs 17:20-23), Greenspoon said that “what Elijah 
carried out could be termed a preliminary resurrection, but a resurrection 
nonetheless.”35 After all, the three resurrections in 1-2 Kings were still unto 
mortal bodies, so death would eventually come again for each character. Of 
Elisha’s resuscitation of the Shunammite’s son (see 2 Kgs 4:34-35), Levenson 
said the miracle demonstrated “a firm faith in God’s power over death.”36 
Indeed, “long before the apocalyptic framework came into existence, the 
resurrection of the dead was thought possible—not according to nature, of 
course, but through the miraculous intervention of the living God.”37

The NT evidence confirms the importance of these OT resurrections as 
pointers to the general resurrection of the dead. In Hebrews 11, the writer 
lists a series of victories and deliverances in 11:33-35a, ending with “Women 
received back their dead by resurrection” (11:35a). The allusion is surely to 
the widow’s son of 1 Kings 17 and the Shunammite’s son of 2 Kings 4. Note 
that as a list of sufferings begins in Hebrews 11:35b, the writer mentions a 
hope for general resurrection: “Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, 
so that they might rise again to a better life.” At the pivot point between the 
list of victories (11:33-35a) and the list of sufferings (11:35b-38), 11:35 
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has a pair of resurrection references. And both references use anastasis. The 
writer could have ordered the victories and sufferings any way he deemed 
appropriate, so it is not incidental that the final victory (11:35a) and the 
first suffering (11:35b) refer to resurrection. The former—resurrection to 
mortal bodily life—is a type and foreshadowing of the latter—resurrection to 
immortal bodily life. As Cockerill notes about 11:35, “Every temporal deliv-
erance provides assurance of ultimate deliverance in the ‘better resurrection’ 
(11:35b) because it bears witness to the faithfulness and power of God.”38 

The typological significance of temporal resurrections is confirmed in 
Jesus’ words as well, though he wasn’t alluding to 1-2 Kings. In Matthew 
11:5, Jesus answers the doubts of John the Baptist by telling him “the blind 
receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, 
and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them.” 
This verse is a meshing together of various OT texts. Discernible is the 
dependence on Isaiah 35:5-6 (where there is reference to the blind, deaf, and 
lame) and Isaiah 61:1 (where good news is preached to the poor).39 Jesus’ 
reference to the dead who “are raised up” is probably an allusion to Isaiah 
as well, most notably to 26:19: “Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise.” 
This verse occurs in the Little Apocalypse (Isa 24-27) just like 25:8 (which 
Paul quoted in 1 Cor 15:54). The pertinence of Jesus’ allusion to Isaiah 
26:19 is in the fact that his words in Matthew 11:5 were to miracles he had 
done in his ministry (see Matt 8-9). He had healed a leper (8:1-4), a lame 
man (9:1-8), the blind (9:27-30), the deaf (9:32-34), and he had preached 
good news to the poor (9:35-36). He also raised a dead girl (9:23-25), but 
her resurrection wasn’t unto immortality. Note, then, that Jesus alludes to 
an Isaianic promise of general resurrection when he had only performed a 
temporal resurrection in his ministry. This allusion to Isaiah 26:19 does not 
exhaust the hope of that OT promise, but it does confirm that the escha-
tological restorative and transformative power of God is already at work in 
the world. Temporal resurrections are signs pointing to the hope that one 
day bodies would rise never to die again. 

Return from Exile
As far back as Genesis 3, exile denoted death.40 Adam and Eve had sinned 
against God, and God had previously promised Adam that violating his 
command would bring death (2:17). The first couple did not immediately 
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die physically, though God sent them from the land (garden). Since death is 
viewed dynamically by the biblical authors, the exile of Adam and Eve was 
a kind of death. Sin affected mankind both spiritually and physically (Gen 
2:17; 3:17-19; Rom 5:12-21). But before Adam and Eve left the garden, 
God made a promise to the serpent that “I will put enmity between you and 
the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise 
your head, and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen 3:15). Eve anticipated the 
fulfillment of this prophecy (see 4:1, 25-26), and this hope was passed from 
generation to generation. Lamech hoped his son Noah was the promised 
victor, for he said, “Out of the ground that the LORD has cursed this one 
shall bring us relief from our work and from the painful toil of our hands” 
(5:29).41 Noteworthy is the fact that Lamech believed the promised victor 
would reverse the curse from 3:17-19.42 And, keeping in mind that an aspect 
of the judgment in 3:17-19 was physical death (3:19), this promised one 
would reverse the curse in a sense that would affect death itself.43 Beale rightly 
concludes, “The first possible hint of resurrection life may be discernible in 
Gen 1-3.”44 The reversal of the curse and the resurrection of the dead is the 
greatest return from exile. 

The pairing of resurrection language with a return from exile is also evident 
in Psalm 80. There Asaph prayed for the restoration of Israel: “Restore us, 
O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved!” (80:4 [Eng. 80:3]). The 
nation’s destruction meant death, so the psalmist prayed for God to “give us 
life, and we will call upon your name!” (80:19 [Eng. 80:18]). This prayer of 
Asaph was significantly preceded by Psalm 79, which opened with, “O God, 
the nations have come into your inheritance; they have defiled your holy 
temple; they have laid Jerusalem in ruins” (79:1). The return and restoration 
of Israel would be resurrection from the dead. 

Perhaps the most famous pairing of return from exile and resurrection is 
in Ezekiel’s vision of dry bones in a valley (Ezek 37:7-10). Ezekiel prophesied 
over the bones, and they came together, bone to bone, followed by sinews, 
flesh, and skin (37:7-8). Breath entered the bones, and the resurrected 
people stood on their feet (37:10). Who is this army? God told Ezekiel, 
“Son of Man, these bones are the whole house of Israel” (37:11a), and then, 
“Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, 
I will open your graves and raise you from your graves, O my people. And 
I will bring you into the land of Israel” (37:12). The return from exile was 
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resurrection from the dead! According to Carnley, “The standard use of any 
term is presupposed by the metaphorical use, and we would not understand 
the metaphor without it.”45 So the choice of language in Ezekiel 37—bones, 
sinews, skin, breath, raise—would function most effectively when placed 
in a worldview already informed by the concept of bodily resurrection.46 
Rather than a prophecy of corporate resurrection influencing writers to 
hope for bodily resurrection, the hope for bodily resurrection came before 
corporate applications of it.47 

Hope for Bodily Resurrection
Near the end of Deuteronomy, Moses reports Yahweh’s unrivaled claim: 
“See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I 
make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my 
hand” (Deut 32:39). The claim to “kill” and “make alive” is parallel with 
the claim to “wound” and “heal.” The order is significant because wounding 
comes before healing, so the previous pair should be understood as killing 
and then making alive after death. Bronner observes, “The arrangement of 
the key words ... suggests that they are dealing with a resurrection motif.”48 
Here God claims the power to raise the dead. The timing of this claim is 
important because there was no report, up to that point in Israel’s history, 
of God raising anyone physically from the dead (see later in 1 Kgs 17; 2 Kgs 
4; 2 Kgs 13). God is asserting his uniqueness over against idols which can 
do nothing. Greenspoon, again, is correct: “Since there is perhaps no other 
action of God’s which displays the totality and uniqueness of His power 
more forcefully than the process by which He restores His dead to life, a 
reference to bodily resurrection is surely in keeping with the context at this 
point.”49 Not to downplay the previous texts I’ve cited from Genesis and 
Exodus, but if Deuteronomy 32:39 was all the evidence we had in the Torah 
for resurrection hope, that verse alone “may well be sufficient to establish 
the certainty of an early date for the Biblical belief.”50

In Psalm 16:9-11, David was confident he would not be abandoned to 
Sheol, for “You make known to me the life path of life; in your presence there 
is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore” (16:11). 
There is no hint of danger or sickness in the context of Psalm 16, so David 
was hoping for something more than the postponement of death.51 Mortal-
ity did not negate a future deliverance. God would vindicate the righteous, 
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showing faithfulness to his own, and if this could be fully attained only 
after death, then God could be trusted to raise the dead.52 The NT certainly 
applied Psalm 16 in a resurrection context. Peter quoted 16:8-11 in order to 
explain why “it was not possible for [ Jesus] to be held” by death (Acts 2:24). 
Psalm 16 should be read as a hope for rescue after death.53 Other psalms also 
hold forth a resurrection hope (such as 49:16 [Eng. 49:15]; 71:20; 73:24). 
Bauckham is right that hope for resurrection life beyond death is found 
“especially in the Psalms.”54

Within the Little Apocalypse of Isaiah 24-27, there is a promise in 26:19 
that God’s people will see life again: “Your dead shall live; their bodies 
shall rise. You who dwell in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew 
is a dew of light, and the earth will give birth to the dead.”55 The notion of 
bodily resurrection is clear because the verse speaks of dead bodies rising 
from the dust. While a corporate application isn’t necessarily excluded, 
Robert Martin-Achart rightly notes, “The author of Isa 26:19 is not, like 
Ezekiel, envisaging the political revival of the nation; he is not even speaking 
about an event that would concern all Israel; he is thinking only of certain 
members of the chosen People, of those to whom ‘thy dead’ refer.”56 To 
underscore the plain sense of Isaiah 26:19, Sawyer says its resurrection 
meaning is something “which no-one but a Sadducee, ancient or modern, 
could possibly misconstrue.”57

Regarding the clarity and fullness of expressing resurrection hope in the 
OT, Daniel 12:2 is unmatched:58 “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.”59 Sleeping in the dust is a metaphor for death,60 and 
waking up from the sleep of death is a metaphor for resurrection. Goldingay 
notes that “The OT’s standard way of envisaging dying and coming back to 
life is by speaking of lying down and sleeping, then of waking and getting 
up.”61 Death in the dust recalls Genesis 3:19, where God told Adam, “By the 
sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of 
it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Resurrection 
is a curse-reversing act of God’s (re)creative power.62 As those in the dust 
awake, God’s power “breaks open the world of death.”63 This resurrection is 
unto an eternal state (“everlasting,” ʿ ôlām) for two groups, the righteous and 
unrighteous.64 Jesus alludes to Daniel 12:2 when he says, “Do not marvel 
at this, for an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his 
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voice and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, 
and those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment” ( John 5:28-
29). He interprets Daniel 12:2 as a prediction that everyone—believer and 
unbeliever—would be raised either to life or judgment. 

Three Conclusions

The previous sections were not exhaustive examinations of OT texts, but 
they illustrated how biblical authors advanced resurrection hope. From the 
beginning, evident in the garden’s tree of life, image-bearers had a hope for 
immortal bodily life. Subsequent stories and promises displayed the dynam-
ics of death and life at work in the world. The stream of resurrection hope 
had many bends and turns along the way, surging to its climactic expression 
in Daniel 12:2. At this point we can draw three conclusion in light of the 
preceding OT evidence.

First, God has the power to keep his promises. This confidence stimulated 
resurrection hope because the Bible’s characters saw God overcoming every 
obstacle and hostile power, even death itself. Therefore, if God made great 
and precious promises that were not fulfilled before death, then he would 
fulfill them in his people’s resurrection life. In no way would death prove 
God a promise-breaker. According to Ladd, “The idea of man as an animated 
body, and the faith in a sovereign God whose power and promises could 
not be broken by death, led to the belief in the eschatological resurrection 
of the body.”65

Second, resurrection hope is rooted in the Torah. This claim is controver-
sial, since what Elmer Smick wrote over forty years ago remains true today: 
“The consensus of critical opinion still insists that emergent belief in the 
resurrection of the dead was a thing unattested in the literature of preexilic 
Israel.”66 Yet the NT rejects this critical consensus. The apostle Paul said his 
hope for resurrection was based on “believing everything laid down by the 
Law and written in the Prophets” (Acts 24:15). And when the Sadducees 
told Jesus a story which they thought displayed the absurdity of resurrection, 
Jesus answered, “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures 
nor the power of God” (Matt 22:29). He went on to say, “And as for the 
resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: ‘I 
am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He 
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is not God of the dead, but of the living” (22:31-32).67 Jesus quoted Exodus 
3:6 to the Sadducees because they only accepted the Torah as authoritative.68 
His introductory words, “as for the resurrection of the dead” (22:31a), help 
us see that his OT quote would be evidence of resurrection hope.69 Jesus, 
whom Stephen Dempster calls “the Master Exegete,”70 would show the 
error of the Sadducean position. So while interpreters may be willing to see 
glimpses of resurrection hope in the Psalms and Prophets, or at least in the 
book of Daniel, we should adjust our affirmations to fit those of Jesus and 
the apostles. Either those characters are wrong, or higher-critical scholars are 
wrong. When the OT evidence is considered, the higher-critical consensus 
is a seriously deficient position. The hope of resurrection was sown as early 
as the Torah—indeed, even in Genesis.71 This article sides with Jesus and 
Paul against the Sadducees. 

Third, the biblical authors advanced a hope for resurrection in a matrix 
of themes that presuppose a dynamic view of death and life. As long as 
interpreters insist on recognizing resurrection hope only if certain words 
or expressions are present (e.g., Isa 26:19; Dan 12:2), then the Sadducees 
are right about the Torah. Certain words, yes, may denote resurrection,72 
but Jesus’ use of Exodus 3:6 and Peter’s use of Psalm 16 are examples of 
seeing resurrection in OT texts lacking “standard” terms. From the Bible’s 
opening chapters, God is a God of life. His purposes advance by sovereign 
power, and death is no comparable foe. As we read the OT, there are figures 
of resurrection everywhere. Hays says: 

Because the Old Testament’s pointers to the resurrection are indirect and sym-
bolic in character, the resurrection [of Jesus] teaches us to read for figuration 
and latent sense. The Sadducees were literalists, but God seems to have delighted 
in veiled anticipations of the gospel. . . . Resurrection-informed reading sees 
the life-giving power of God manifested and prefigured in unexpected ways 
throughout Scripture.73

As we read the OT, at least ten themes stand out as catalysts for resurrection 
hope: the movement of rising up, restoration reversing desolation, provision 
of offspring despite obstacles, near-death rescue, promises implying new 
bodily life, redemption from captivity, recovery from sickness, resuscita-
tion from physical death, return from exile, and explicit hope for bodily 
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resurrection. While some texts may fit into more than one category, this 
tenfold matrix provides a map to locate figures and promises of resurrection.

God has the power to keep all of his promises. We will be raised, and all 
creation will be made new (see Rom 8:22-23). Christ’s resurrection was the 
firstfruits of this hope (1 Cor 15:20). Death, the last enemy, will be destroyed 
(15:26). Resurrection will reverse and overcome the sin and curse that grips 
the world and the grave. From dust you shall arise (Dan 12:2). Believer, 
you shall awake and sing for joy (Isa 26:19), for Christ comes to make his 
blessings flow far as the curse is found. 
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Introduction

At the moment of Jesus’ death on the cross, after crying out with an 
earth-rending voice and yielding his spirit (Matt 27:50), Matthew recounts 
several cataclysmic events for his readers. He includes five signs1 that 
accompany Jesus’ death: 1) the curtain of the temple is torn (v. 51a), 2) 
the earth shakes (v. 51b), 3) the rocks split (v. 51c), 4) the tombs open (v. 
52a), and 5) lifeless people whom Matthew calls “hagiōn” are raised to life 
(v. 52b).2 The most perplexing of these cosmic events is the resurrection 
of the dead saints.  Their resurrection from the dead has   confounded 
interpreters and led to many crucial interpretive questions: What kind 
of bodies did these “holy people” have?  Did they die again?  How public 
was their appearance and how many people saw them? Were they raised 
before or after Jesus’ resurrection from the dead? If they were raised before, 
what did they do after they were raised but before Jesus was resurrected 
(did they just wait in their tombs)? Was their resurrection like that of 
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Lazarus in John 11 or like the resurrection described by the Apostle Paul 
in 1 Corinthians 15, i.e., glorified bodies? Is it possible that these “saints” 
were taken up to heaven like Enoch (Gen 5:24)? Was Matthew speaking of 
a historical event or merely using apocalyptic and metaphorical language 
here in his Gospel narrative?  

Though these questions highlight the difficulty in ascertaining the meaning 
of this text, this Matthean pericope informs the way one understands the 
conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel, particularly the scenes surrounding these 
events (Matt 27:32-50 and 27:55-28:20), and has implications of Jesus’ 
resurrection from the dead. The way Matthew constructs the narrative sets 
the stage in his Gospel storyline by means of the “lesser” resurrection of 
the saints since it anticipates the public vindication of Jesus before his ene-
mies—he is not dead, he rose just as he said he would (Matt 28:6 cf. 16:21; 
17:23; 20:19). For Matthew, the resurrection of the saints creates literary 
anticipation through narratological parallelism—the hero of the story, Jesus, 
dies and some other unidentified dead are made alive—and the vindicating 
resurrection of Jesus brings the plot of his Gospel to its literary resolution. 
Utilizing narratological parallelism—i.e., reading the biblical text with the 
type of literary sensibilities that enable interpreters to discern authorial 
devices such as contrast and irony and narrative progression or development 
in the midst of a narrative account, amid other literary devices—Matthew 
accentuates that Jesus’ “greater”3 resurrection is what the religious leaders 
were afraid of—it proved that they were wrong about him; he is actually 
God’s Son. So they propagate a lie and further prove themselves to be evil 
(Matt 28:12-15). His “greater” resurrection proves to his doubting disciples 
that he is truly alive and that he does indeed have “all authority in heaven 
and on earth” (Matt 28:18). His “greater” resurrection gives hope to all of 
his followers, for we know that the Lord is the resurrected Christ. He has 
conquered sin and death and hell; and now he is both God with us as we go 
about proclaiming and offering a gospel of repentance and forgiveness of 
sins (28:20 cf. 1:23) and he is God in us, empowering us by the Holy Spirit 
that he and the Father have sent to us ( John 20:19-23; Acts 1:8, 2:4; 1 Cor 
6:19; Eph 1:13-14).  

It is not surprising, then, that interpreters have labored to apply this pivotal 
text across the span of interpretive history in their respective hermeneutical 
and homiletical endeavors. The interpretive confusion results from a false 
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assumption that the resurrection of the saints is either a glorified resurrection 
and, therefore, displaced in the Matthean Gospel narrative, or is ahistorical 
and merely apocalyptically flavors the narrative scene. It is for this reason 
that further study of the Matthean pericope is required. Utilizing the tools 
of narratology, this article aims to assist interpreters in bridging the text’s 
interpretive chasm. Further, this work intends to show that a narratological 
reading of Matthew 27:51-54 needs to be adopted; such a reading will deepen 
one’s understanding of this Matthean passage, revealing that its meaning 
is about more than its canonical relationship with 1 Corinthians 15:20, 
Colossians 1:18, and Revelation 1:5.

A Solution for the Dilemma

I suggest that the answer to the hermeneutical dilemma presented in this 
Matthean pericope can be answered by 1) reading the conclusion to Mat-
thew’s Gospel narrative narratologically,4 2) understanding the resurrection 
of the saints in Matthew 27:52-53 as both historical and Lazarus-like, 3) 
understanding the five signs along with the resulting confession of the 
centurion as connoting the Christological and missiological significance 
of Jesus’ life-giving cross-death, and 4) noticing that Matthew has used 
the scene in 27:51-54 to set up the scene of Jesus’ resurrection from the 
dead recorded in 28:1-10 to accentuate the aforementioned significances. 
In this article I intend to show that Matthew parallels the resurrection 
pericopes in 27:51-54 and 28:1-10 to accentuate the Christological and 
missiological implications of Jesus’ life-giving cross-death and death-de-
fying vindication from the grave.  

Some of the missiological implications are manifested in how the Phar-
isees challenged Jesus’ divine Sonship (27:40, 43), and it is precisely the 
signs surrounding his horrific death that testify so loudly that even the 
Gentiles believe (27:54). Thus, the “lesser” resurrection of the saints 
anticipates the future “greater” resurrection of Jesus in his Gospel narra-
tive and it visibly manifests Jesus’ identity as the Son of God; the “lesser” 
resurrection of the saints anticipates the future gospel mission to the ends 
of the earth (Matt 28:16-20). 

A thorough perusal of the Matthean passion narrative manifests the narra-
tological parallelism used by the Gospel author to accentuate these theological 
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motifs—namely, Christological impact of the scene and a missiological 
agenda for the world. This can be seen in the chart that follows:

While interpreters may be able to recall a number of proposed literary 
readings that have overextended themselves hermeneutically, Matthew’s 
narratological intentionality in the conclusion of his Gospel narrative is 
evident. As he has at other points in his Gospel, Matthew utilizes narrato-
logical parallelism to emphasize theological truth as well as Jesus’ identity. 
Two character examples from the Gospel narrative’s introduction along 
with one example from the scenes surrounding Jesus’ birth and death as 
well as one macro-structural example of the Gospel will suffice to manifest 
his intentionality in the use of this literary device.6 Firstly, Herod the King 
(Matt 2:1) is paralleled in the narrative with Jesus, the newborn King of the 
Jews (Matt 2:2). The archetype of the longed for Davidic King has arrived in 
Jesus; unlike Herod, “rival” rulers do not frustrate his Kingdom. Secondly, 
the beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry is paralleled in the narrative with the 
beginning of John the Baptist’s earthly ministry—both have wilderness expe-
riences (Matt 3:1; 4:1); both begin their homiletical endeavors by heralding 
the same message, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 
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Matthew 27:45-66 Matthew 27:62-28:15 
darkness (27:45) dawn (28:1) 
earth shook (27:51) earthquake (28:2) 
raised (27:52) risen (28:6) 
tomb (27:52-53) tomb (28:1) 
the holy city (27:53)5 the city (28:11) 
 
centurion (27:54)  

 

those guarding (28:4)  
the guards (28:11)  
soldiers (28:12)  

fear (27:54) fear (28:4,5,8,10) 
genuine profession (27:54) false profession (28:13-15) 
Mary Magdalene and Mary (27:56) Mary Magdalene…Mary (28:1) 
Joseph of Arimathea before Pilate (27:57) the chief priests before Pilate (27:62) 
great stone (27:60) the stone (28:2) 
attempt to guard the tomb (27:62-66) unable to guard (28:4) 

 
Chart 1. Narratological Parallelism in Matthew 27-28 
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3:2; 4:17). The prophet like Moses has come in the person of Jesus (Deut 
18:15-22; John 6:14)—he is greater than John; he leads righteously through 
the wilderness without succumbing to temptation as did his Adamic and 
Mosaic forefathers (Gen 3:6; Num 20:10-13).Thirdly, scenes surrounding 
Jesus’ birth are paralleled in the narrative with scenes surrounding Jesus’ 
death. Thus, when Jesus was born, children were slaughtered (Matt 2:16); 
when Jesus died, the dead were raised to life (Matt 27:52). Fourthly, not only 
has Matthew employed narratological parallelism by contrasting characters 
and scenes within his Gospel narrative, he has employed this parallelism in 
the structure of his work as a whole: 

The question, then, is “why did Matthew employ this intentionality in 
Matthew 27:45-28:15?” It seems that his narratological parallelism is intended 
to accentuate Jesus’ identity—the earth he created mourns (Matt 27:45) and 
breaks (Matt 27:51) at his death, giving back the dead as a testimony to his 
dominion as the Son of God (Matt 28:18). Further, Matthew’s intentional  
parallelism is intended to accentuate the mission Jesus’ death necessitates—
his death is life-giving and ultimately salvific for persons from every nation 
who profess faith in his name (28:16-20; cf. 27:54). In his death and burial, 
Jesus bears much fruit just as the seed of wheat that   bears much fruit by 
falling to the earth ( John 12:24).8 Matthew concludes his Gospel with an 
inclusio that has missiological implications—Jesus “bears fruit” through the 
disciples with whom he promises to be with until the end of the age as they 
are on mission for the renown of the triune name (Matt 28:20; cf. 1:23).

The main idea here is that despite the variety of ways exegetes have read 
this controversial Matthean pericope, the hermeneutical key to 27:51-54 is 

   

 

       
     1-4 Introduction: Birth and Beginnings of Jesus’ Earthly Ministry 
    5-7  Sermonic-Discourse: Sermon on the Mount/Entering the Kingdom 
   8-9   Narrative-Discourse: The Authority of Jesus to Heal 
  10    Sermonic-Discourse: Missiological Sermon to the Community 
 11-12     Narrative-Discourse: Rejection of Jesus as the Christ by this generation 

13      Sermonic-Discourse: Parabolic Sermon on the Kingdom 
 14-17     Narrative-Discourse: Recognition of Jesus as the Christ by the Disciples 
  18    Sermonic-Discourse: Ecclesiological Sermon to the Community 
   19-23   Narrative-Discourse: The Authority of Jesus Challenged 
    24-25  Sermonic- Discourse: Eschatological Discourse/Coming of the Kingdom 
     26-28 Conclusion: Death and End of Jesus’ Earthly Ministry 

 

Chart 2: Macro-Chiastic Structure of Matthew’s Gospel7 
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1) reading the conclusion to Matthew’s Gospel narratologically, 2) under-
standing the resurrection of the saints in 27:52-53 as both historical and 
Lazarus-like, 3) understanding the five signs and the resulting confession of 
the centurion as connoting the Christological and missiological significance 
of Jesus’ life-giving cross-death, and 4) noticing that Matthew uses the scene 
in  27:51-54 to set up the scene of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead recorded 
in 28:1-10 to accentuate the aforementioned significances. Further, Matthew 
parallels the resurrection pericopes in 27:51-54 and 28:1-10 to accentuate 
the Christological and missiological implications of Jesus’ life-giving death 
and death-defying vindication from the grave.

Matthew 27:51-54 in Recent History of Research

Matthew 27:51-54 in Biblical Studies
Scholars have produced massive tomes on resurrection in the New Testa-
ment as well as major exegetical works on Matthew’s Gospel. As a result, 
the pericope under consideration has received a great deal of attention, as 
will be seen below. There is, however, a significant gap in the amount of 
attention given specifically to the narratological aspects of the pericope as 
they to relate to Matthew 28 as well as the pericope’s Christological and 
missiological implications when contending for Lazarus-like resurrection. 
Below I will briefly examine noteworthy scholars who have postulated trans-
lation issues, apocalyptic resurrection theses, narrative interpretations, and 
varying historical claims in their appropriation of this Matthean pericope.9

Delvin D. Hutton
Delvin Hutton’s work, The Resurrection of the Holy Ones (MT 27:51b-53): 
A Study of the Theology of the Matthean Passion Narrative, is a redaction-crit-
ical analysis of the Matthean pericope that begins by briefly summarizing 
three ways Matthew 27:51-54 has been appropriated hermeneutically—to 
advocate descensus Christi ad infernos (“the descent of Christ into hell or the 
dead”), to advocate the death of a Hellenistic “divine man,” and to advocate 
cosmic participation in the death of a cosmic deity.10 He contends that these 
are “hermeneutically inadequate”11 and seeks to show that the pericopal 
scene has been both reshaped and replaced in the narrative by Matthew for 
theological purposes. Further, he clearly states, “It will be noted at no time 
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does the writer concern himself with the question, ‘Did it really happen; is 
it empirically verifiable?’”12 Rather, the question he concerned himself with 
throughout his thesis is, “What was the meaning of the tradition expressed in 
Mt 27:51b-53 for the individual evangelist and for the community in which 
and for whom he composed his Gospel?”13

Hutton concludes that the scene Matthew crafted in his Gospel is a 
combination of the Markan material and oral epiphanic or “manifestation” 
traditions.14 He contends that the placement of the redacted material belonged 
originally with the scene Matthew portrays in the following chapter, Matthew 
28:2-4.15 He suggests, then, that Matthew’s rearrangement of the material is 
to accentuate a new eschatological reality.16 More specifically, he contends 
that Matthew has crafted a scene with the resurrection of “tōn kekoimēmenōn 
hagiōn”17 as he relied on apocalyptic traditions in order to emphasize the 
eschatological nature of Jesus’ death on the cross.18 The portents surrounding 
Jesus’ cross-death connote that something decisive in salvation-history has 
occurred in the death of Jesus.

Delvin Hutton helpfully notes that the pericope under consideration is 
eschatologically oriented and marked with apocalyptic imagery. Further, 
he rightly asserts that Matthew’s work is “theologically arranged.”19 Yet, 
his redaction-critical work ultimately places the resurrection of “tōn keko-
imēmenōn hagiōn” after Jesus’ resurrection from the dead and misreads the 
narratology manifest in the scene.

John W. Wenham20 
In 1981, John Wenham published his article, “When Were the Saints Raised: 
A Note on the Punctuation of Matthew xxvii. 51-53,” that argued for a full 
stop punctuation (i.e., a period) in the middle of Matthew 27:52.21 He 
suggested that it was inappropriate for translators to translate aneōchthēsan 
without punctuation because it wrongly ties the resurrection of “tōn…
hagiōn” to events that occurred on Good Friday after Jesus yielded up his 
spirit on the Cross (Matt 27:50). To substantiate his thesis, he argues that 
“kai exelthontes...pollois” forms a partial parenthesis. That is, the words “kai 
exelthontes...pollois” are parenthetical, but they lack a subject within the 
versification in which they are currently found. Rather, Wenham argues, 
the subject is found in the previous verse, Matthew 27:52—polla sōmata. 
Consequently, he contends that this places the resurrection of the saints 
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with the events that follow instead of the events that precede—namely, 
he claims that the saints are both resurrected and come out of the tombs 
after Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.22 According to Wenham, then, the 
translation of Matthew 27:51-53 would read as follows: “And the earth 
quaked, and the rocks split, and the tombs were opened. And, many bodies 
of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised and came out of the tombs 
after [ Jesus’] resurrection and they went into the holy city and appeared 
to many.”

Wenham’s concerns are twofold. First, the temporal lapse between the 
opening of the tombs caused by the earthquake in Matthew 27:51 and the 
subsequent resurrection of the many sleeping saints neatly places the events 
after Jesus’ resurrection and maintains his title as the firstborn from the dead 
(aparchē tōn kekoimēmenōn) (1 Cor 15:20; cf. Col 1:18; Rev. 1:5). Second, he 
wants to tie the resurrection of the saints with Jesus’ vindicating resurrection 
from the dead in Matthew 28:1-10. For Wenham, their resurrection is caused 
by Jesus’ resurrection; this causal relationship accentuates the power of Jesus’ 
resurrection from the dead, a resurrecting power accessible to “all who fall 
asleep in Jesus.”23 Therefore, he connects the resurrection of the saints with 
the resurrection of Jesus to emphasize his “defeating the powers of evil.”24

John Wenham’s interpretive instinct to connect the resurrection of “tōn 
kekoimēmenōn hagiōn” (Matt 27:52-53) with Jesus’ resurrection (Matt 
28:6) is correct. Close examination of the narrative manifests that Matthew 
has placed the pericopes parallel to each other in order to make clear the 
Christological and missiological implications of the passage. Wenham, 
however, incorrectly assumes that the raising of “tōn kekoimēmenōn hagiōn” 
threatens Jesus’ right as “aparchē tōn kekoimēmenōn” (1 Cor 15:20). Rather, 
Matthew intends for his readers to interpret the raising of the sleeping 
saints as Lazarus-like and testimonial. As his power was demonstrated 
and naysayers’ mocking comments were overturned when he restored 
the life of the sleeping-dead-girl (Matt 9:24-25), so now through the 
cosmic portents once again his divine power is on display as the dead are 
raised to life as a testimony (Matt 27:52-53). As his fame was heralded 
for overturning death previously (Matt 9:26), so now Matthew recounts 
that his fame is heralded in tēn hagian polin and, ultimately, to the ends of 
the earth (Matt 28:16-20). 
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Jack Dean Kingsbury
Jack Kingsbury argues for a literary approach to reading the Bible by means 
of narrative criticism. In his work, Matthew as Story, he describes his interpre-
tive approach as a literary-critical approach to reading the gospel narrative. 
His project consciously moves away from “the historical-biographical, the 
form-critical, and the redaction-critical” approaches to the interpretation of 
Matthew’s Gospel.25 Following Chatman, he analyzes the final form of Mat-
thew as a unified narrative by arguing that the Gospel, like all other narratives, 
has two parts—the Gospel’s story and the Gospel’s discourse.26 The story, 
according to Kingsbury, is composed of the events that comprise Jesus’ life 
from his birth to his death-defying resurrection; the discourse, then, is the 
medium by which this story is told to Matthew’s readers.27 Throughout this 
work, he accentuates literary elements in his reading of the divine story—
arrangement and development of theological themes in the narrative, irony, 
contrast, and character development—that Matthew recounts.28 Kingsbury’s 
narrative-critical reading is further developed in his work, Gospel Interpre-
tation, where he contends that discernment of the narrative’s arrangement 
is central to interpretation. The “arrangement” of the narrative is intended 
by the author to solicit a desired response from the readers; discernment of 
the “arrangement” of events or time or place or topic gives meaning to the 
plot of the story. Discerning the plot, for Kingsbury, enables the exegete to 
interpret the “positioning of each episode within the story and the literary 
role this episode plays within the story as a whole.”29 In relation to Matthew 
27:51-54, Kingsbury contends that Matthew used the recounting of the 
supernatural portents in his narrative to 1) substantiate Jesus’ claim to be 
the Son of God through “the counter-assertion, elicited by God himself ” 
through the cosmic events surrounding Jesus’ death,30 and 2) to bring the 
third part of his Gospel story to its initial narrative climax.31

  Another of Kingsbury’s contributions in Matthew as Story is utilizing his 
literary-critical approach to interpret the actions of the antagonists in Mat-
thew’s narrative. For Kingsbury, next to the Gospel’s protagonist, Jesus, no 
group represented in the story influences the events narrated in Matthew’s 
Gospel more than the antagonists, the religious leaders.32   Their hostile 
actions toward Jesus stem from their assumption that they are protecting 
the Jewish people from a pseudo-messiah. The narrative, however, describes   
their actions as positively moving the Gospel’s story toward its resolution. 
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Further, their actions not only repeatedly fulfill Jesus’ mission and move 
the narrative forward, but they also fulfill Scriptures that prophesied his 
redeeming mission.33 Kingsbury’s analysis, then, enables one to see more 
clearly how the actions of Jesus’ antagonists achieve the salvation for the 
world (Matt 28:16-20; cf. 27:54). Their God-rejecting actions preceding the 
scene of Matthew 27:51-54 accentuate the tension created by the narrative 
when the Gentile centurion confesses Jesus to be “theou huios ēn houtos” 
(Matt 27:54). His confession manifests that the cosmic portents are not 
only Christological, in that they demonstrate that Jesus’ cross-death is a 
life-giving death, but they are also missiological as both resurrected Jewish 
saints and a Roman Gentile testify to his identity as God the Father’s Son.34

Jack Kingsbury’s narratological emphasis enables readers to discern more 
keenly theologically arranged literary structure, through which the Gospel 
writers obviously intended to communicate truth. In relation to Matthew 
27:51-54, Kingsbury’s analysis fails to note the narratological parallelism as 
well as the connection between Jesus’ divine identity and gospel mission, 
both of which are conveyed in Matthew 27:51-54 and 28:1-10.

Ronald D. Witherup
Under Kingsbury’s tutelage Kingsbury, Ronald Witherup wrote his disser-
tation: “The Cross of Jesus: A Literary-Critical Study of Matthew 27.”35 His 
thesis is that “Matthew 27 is the central and most important section in the 
passion/resurrection complex which concludes Matthew’s Gospel (26-
28).”36 Further, he contends that the events surrounding Jesus’ cross-death 
in Matthew 27 bring together four central themes that are prominent in 
Matthew’s Gospel: “salvation-history, prophecy and fulfillment, discipleship, 
and most importantly, the theme of Jesus’ identity as the royal, obedient 
and faithful Son of God.”37 Commenting on the pericope, he notes that it “is 
the climax of the entire chapter” since it should be read as “portraying the 
consequences of Jesus’ death.”38 For Witherup, the silence of the historical 
scene is broken by means of the divine portents through which God speaks.39 
His final conclusion is that the pericope is “displaced.” That is, Matthew has a 
literary proclivity of completing a story line that he interjects into the main 
thought.40 For Witherup, this solves the interpretive conundrum created 
by the phrase “meta tēn ergersin autou” (27:53). Their resurrection further 
accentuates Jesus’ resurrection as a climactic event; Matthew’s intention in 
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recording it in Matthew 27:52-53 is to proleptically prepare the reader for 
the events of Matthew 28:1-10.

Though his literary interpretation of Matthew 27 helpfully accentuates 
the care with which Matthew crafted the passion narrative that concludes 
his Gospel, Ronald Witherup’s reading falls short by displacing a historical 
event from the historical scene in which it occurs. If Matthew intended for the 
resurrection of the saints to read as a result of Jesus’ resurrection, it seems odd 
that his placement of it is interjected into the midst of other cosmic portents 
that narrate events occurring as a result of his death, not his resurrection. 

Ulrich Luz
After a redaction-critical analysis of the structure of Matthew 27:51-54 along 
with the sources utilized by Matthew to compose the passage, Luz offers an 
overview of the pericope’s reception history and notes that interpretations 
of the passage are divided into five categories, broadly—  salvation-history 
interpretation, Christological interpretation, Christ’s descent into hell,   
allegorical interpretation, and  eschatological interpretation.41 This is the 
prolegomena for Luz’s own interpretation, which accentuates God’s inter-
vention in the narrative scene.42 He notes that Matthew is laboring to convey 
the events surrounding Jesus’ cross-death as “acts of God” or “supernatural 
interventions” intended for self-revelatory purposes.43 When it comes to the 
resurrection of the saints, he contends that, though their resurrection does 
not belong to the general eschatological resurrection, the “saints” could have 
been any of the “righteous” throughout redemptive-history.44 Their presence 
in the narrative is a sign of God’s coming judgment on the people of Israel 
and the city of Jerusalem.45

Ultimately, though, Luz admits the interpretive difficulty of the passage 
and suggests that it has “multiple levels of meaning.”46 He accentuates two 
levels of meaning in particular—the Christological and the salvation-history 
dimensions of the text. Concerning the former, Luz suggests that the events 
recorded in Matthew 27:51-53 are “victory signs.”47 The self-revelation of 
God reaches its climax through these victory signs in the resurrection of the 
saints. Regarding the latter category, Luz accentuates God’s revelation of the 
impending judgment upon Jerusalem. The temple is rendered obsolete and 
the future faith of the redeemed will no longer be ethnically or geographically 
confined, rather it will go with Jesus and those who place their faith in him.48
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Ulrich Luz helpfully notes that Matthew is communicating multiple truths 
simultaneously in his Gospel narrative by means of the pericope under dis-
cussion. Yet, he fails to show narratologically how Matthew has employed 
the passage broadly in Matthew 27:45-28:15. Further, he admits that he 
has no satisfactory explanation for the phrase, “meta tēn ergersin autou.”49

R. T. France
R. T. France notes in his commentary that Matthew 27:52-53 is “special 
material”50 in that it has no parallel in the other Gospel accounts.51 Further, 
he contends that Matthew’s lack of concern with “explaining” the meaning 
of the resurrection of the saints in his Gospel narrative is due to the fact that 
he is concerned with its symbolic significance.52 Matthew’s placement of the 
scene within the narrative connects Jesus’ death with his resurrection as the 
“key to new life which is now made available to God’s people.”53 Contrary 
to John Wenham, France asserts that Matthew’s series of paratactic clauses 
with aorist verbs should not be broken up in order to interpret the resur-
rection of the saints as happening after Jesus’ resurrection. However, like 
Wenham, he argues that they did not come out of their tombs until after 
Jesus’ resurrection because their resurrection was the “consequence” of his 
resurrection from the dead.”54

Though R. T. France rightly contends that Wenham’s reading of the Mat-
thean pericope unnaturally breaks up the paratactic clauses, he too fails to 
note that Matthew’s placement of the scene in his Gospel is not “out-of-order.” 
Rather, having already been “resurrected” on the day of his death, they leave 
the area of the tombs to enter the holy city after his resurrection.

Michael Licona
Licona’s work, The Resurrection of Jesus: A New Historiographical Approach 
is a defense of the historicity of Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the dead. 
He challenges the assumptions of post-Enlightenment biblical interpreters 
who contend that historical evidence of Jesus’ resurrection is inaccessible 
to the modern historian.55 He contends that the best evaluation of the evi-
dence, for those who do have a priori commitments to the impossibility 
of the resurrection, supports belief in Jesus’ bodily, historical resurrection 
from the dead. In fact, he asserts that “there is no indication that the early 
Christians interpreted Jesus’ resurrection in a metaphorical or poetic sense 
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to the exclusion of it being a literal event that had occurred to his corpse. 
Indeed, that a bodily resurrection was the primary intended interpretation 
seems clear.”56  

Licona does not merely assert the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection; he 
also states “that the canonical Evangelists and Paul intended their state-
ments regarding Jesus’ death by crucifixion to be interpreted literally.”57 
It is strange, then, when Licona writes “that the data surrounding what 
happened to Jesus is fragmentary and could possibly be mixed with legend” 
in reference to the scene of the resurrected saints in Matthew 27:51-54.58 
Further, considering his adamancy that Jesus’ death and resurrection are 
historical, it is inconsistent for Licona to suggest  that the narrative scene 
surrounding Jesus’ cross-death is “theologically adorned” with conceivably 
ahistorical events—such as the darkness (Matt 27:45), the tearing of the 
veil (Matt 27:51), and the resurrection of the saints (27:52-53). The latter, 
he suggests, is metaphorical59 and connotes eschatological imagery.60 After 
surveying both Jewish and Roman literature in relation to resurrection as 
well as the death of an emperor/king, in his final assessment of the pericope 
he suggests the following:

Given the presence of phenomological language in a symbolic manner in both 
Jewish and Roman literature related to a major event such as the death of an 
emperor or the end of a reigning king or even a kingdom, the presence of ambi-
guity in the relevant text of Ignatius, and that so very little can be known about 
Thallus’ comment on the darkness (including whether he was even referring to 
the darkness at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion or, if so, if he was merely speculat-
ing pertaining to a natural cause of the darkness claimed by early Christians), 
it seems to me that an understanding of the language in Matthew 27:52-53 as 
“special effects” with eschatological Jewish texts and thought in mind is most 
plausible. There is further support for this interpretation. If the tombs opened 
and the saints being raised upon Jesus’ death was not strange enough, Matthew 
adds that they did not come out of their tombs until after Jesus’ resurrection.61 

Thus, Licona contends that the phenomena surrounding Jesus’ cross-death 
should be interpreted as “poetic device[s]” and eschatologically flavored 
“special effect” used by Matthew to communicate to his readers that Jesus 
died as the Son of God and that there is an impending judgment awaiting 
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Israel.62 Licona adopts this position as a rebuttal to Crossan’s metaphorical 
interpretation of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. Licona argues that it is 
the idea of “the harrowing of hell” which “most strongly persuades Cros-
san to go with a metaphorical understanding of Jesus’ resurrection.”63 It 
is, therefore, because he rejects the way this text has been appropriated to 
argue for harrowing of hell and against Jesus’ bodily, historical resurrection 
that Licona finds himself denying the historicity of these cosmic portents.64

Michael Licona’s work is magisterial in the breadth of its analysis. Unfor-
tunately, in relation to Matthew 27:51-54, he is unable to reconcile how 
Matthew’s work is both historical and eschatologically flavored. The events 
surrounding Jesus’ cross-death have an apocalyptic “feel” as they accentuate 
cosmic impact of the occasion and manifest the end of temple as the medi-
ator of God’s soteriological blessings to the Jewish people and the foreign 
nations.65 Yet, Matthew records historical events.

Summary
This brief survey of contemporary interpretative options demonstrates 
a variety of ways current exegetes have read this controversial Matthean 
pericope. Though the majority of conversation has revolved around displace-
ment in the Matthean narrative due to the phrase, “meta tēn ergersin autou” 
in Matthew 27:53, or the pericope’s apocalyptic/eschatological overtones 
due to the cosmological imagery, it has not been uncommon for interpreters 
to see other levels of meaning in this resurrection pericope. Howeverr, no 
interpreter appears to have connected the pericope with the theological 
motifs of Christology and missiology.

Conclusion: How Narratology Improves Our Reading of 
Matthew 27:51-54 

Hermeneutically, narratology can both accentuate and crystalize theological 
motifs that critical forms of interpretation often fail to observe. The article 
suggests, then, that a robust reading of Scripture is simultaneously exegetical, 
narratological, hermeneutical, and theological instead of merely grammat-
ical-historical. Thus, one of the keys to reading the Gospels well is to read 
them with the literary features of a narrative in mind. This is especially true 
when reading the carefully crafted literary masterpiece known as the Gospel 
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of Matthew. A narratological reading of Matthew 27:51-54  improves our 
reading of Scripture by demonstrating that Matthew 27:51-54 is more than 
a perplexing text relating to Jesus’ descent into hell. Rather, a narratological 
reading of the end of Matthew’s Gospel reminds his readers that Jesus’ death 
is primarily about the mercy of God that is manifested by the forgiveness 
of sins ( John 20:23) and reconciliation with God (Rom 5:11; 2Cor 5:18; 
cf. Gen 3). Thus, this pericope is primarily about two theological motifs—
Christology and missiology.  

Moreover, and refreshingly, a narratological reading is not merely con-
cerned with reconciling Matthew 27:51-54 with texts like 1 Corinthians 
15:20, Colossians 1:18, and Revelation 1:5. Nor is a narratological reading 
of Matthew’s pericope concerned with text-critical questions that present 
a stark dichotomy between historicity and the resurrection of the saints. 
Therefore, a narratological reading does not relegate this mysterious text to 
the realm of un-interpretable or un-preachable. Narratology’s lack of attention 
to these relationships, however, does not mean that there is no significance in 
exploring them. Rather, it demonstrates that this text is primarily about Jesus’ 
identity (Christology) and the mission his death necessitates (missiology).

The question, then, is “Why did Matthew intentionally employ this resur-
rection imagery in his Gospel-narrative?” The narrative structure is intended 
to accentuate Jesus’ identity—at his birth, wise men are confounded as a 
star guides them to the Lord of heaven and earth (Matt 2:1-12); now at his 
death, the heavens, which he created, mourn in darkness (Matt 27:45) and 
the earth, which he created, breaks (Matt 27:51), giving back the dead as 
a testimony to his dominion as the Son of God (Matt 28:18). Again, when 
Jesus was born, children were slaughtered (Matt 2:16); when Jesus died, 
the dead were raised to life (Matt 27:52). Reading with the literary features 
of a narrative in mind accentuates Matthew’s point—Jesus is one uniquely 
born; Jesus is one who uniquely dies. The uniqueness surrounding his life 
teaches us something about his identity.

Further, the uniqueness surrounding Jesus’ life teaches us something 
about the mission his life and death necessitate. As the Son of God, Matthew 
tells us, Jesus saves people from their sins (Matt 1:21). Thus, Matthew’s 
intentionality in his narrative structure is intended to accentuate the mission 
Jesus’ death necessitates—his death is life-giving and ultimately salvific for 
persons from every nation who profess faith in his name (Matt 28:16-20; 
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cf. 27:54). Since Jesus is the Son of God and his life is unlike any other life, 
his death is a life-giving death (Matt 27:52); since Jesus is the Son of God 
and his life is unlike any other life, his death has meaning for the nations 
(Matt 27:54; 28:16-20).

Matthew concludes his Gospel with a reference to the beginning of his 
Gospel emphasizing the missional implications of Jesus’ life, for Jesus “bears 
fruit” through the disciples he promises to be with until the end of the age as 
they are on mission for the renown of the triune God (Matt 28:20; cf. 1:23). 

Matthew 27:51-54 is surrounded by mystery. Among other things, when 
composing his gospel, Matthew did not seek to answer all of the “crucial” 
questions that would arise from this periscope—questions like, “How will 
this pericope be reconciled with 1 Corinthians 15:20, Colossians 1:18, and 
Revelation 1:5?” This article has argued that contemporary readers of Mat-
thew 27:51-54 have much to gain from a narratological re-appropriation of 
Matthew’s Gospel narrative because it will inform our reading of Matthew 
27:51-54 in the twenty-first century.

1 I use “sign” instead of “symbol” since it more helpfully connotes a referent that points the reader both 
backward to the historical event as well as forward to a greater referent—for Matt 27:51-54 that is the 
resurrection in 28:1-10. That is, “sign” connotes more than a past historical referent. Like the rainbow in 
the Noahic Covenant, these “signs” function as proclamatory covenantal revelation (Gen 8:20-22; Matt 
27:51-54) not only of what God has done in the past, but of what he will no longer do again in the future—
he will never again crush his Son as a substitute for sinners. Further, it will be argued below that Matthew 
prepares his readers for the events in 28:1-10 and 28:16-20 by proleptically foreshadowing them through 
the “signs” in 27:51-54. Additionally, by “signs” I mean cosmic portents that manifest divine approval of 
Jesus’ work as a penal substitute—these are divine portents that testify to the legitimacy of Jesus’ claim to 
be the Son of God. For a recent argument on interpreting the symbolism in Matthew 27:51-54 see Daniel 
M. Gurtner, “Interpreting Apocalyptic Symbolism in the Gospel of Matthew,” Unpublished paper delivered 
at the Evangelical Theological Society, New Orleans, 2009, 1-38.

2 Strauss contends that there are only four events which accompany Jesus’ death: 1) the curtain of the temple 
is torn, 2) an earthquake occurs, 3) the tombs are opened and the “holy ones” are resurrected, and 4) the 
centurion and those with him exclaim, ‘Surely he was the Son of God!’ See Mark L. Strauss, Four Portraits, 
One Jesus: An Introduction to Jesus and the Gospels (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 238. Others, however, 
include the centurion’s confession as a sixth sign; however, it seems that the centurion’s confession is a positive 
result of the five signs that happen after Jesus yields up his spirit rather than a result of Jesus’ death on the 
cross. The cosmic signs overcome his Gentile-unbelief. This is in contrast to Sim who contends that the events 
surrounding Jesus’ death on the Cross were not a sufficient basis for a faith-profession from the centurion in 
Matthew 27:54. See David C. Sim, “The ‘Confession’ of the Soldiers in Matthew 27:54,” The Heythrop Journal 
34 (1993): 416. For a thorough treatment of the tearing of the temple veil, see Daniel M. Gurtner, The Torn 
Veil: Matthew’s Exposition of the Death of Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). Gurtner argues 
that the rending of the veil is cosmological imagery signifying the rending of the heavens.  

3 For reasons specified below, I will argue that Matthew structured this section of his Gospel with a “lesser” 
resurrection (i.e., that of the “saints”) and a “greater” resurrection (i.e., that of Jesus) in order to 1) accentuate 
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Christological and missiological motifs and 2) to climatically bring his Gospel plotline to resolution. Addi-
tionally, it is crucial to note that by “lesser resurrection” I mean, “not glorified,” and by “greater resurrection” 
I mean, “glorified.”

4 By “narratologically” I do not mean “fictitious” or “non-historical” or “imaginative” in the sense that the 
events presented by Matthew are “non-real” invention. Rather, I mean reading with the type of literary 
sensibilities that enables one to discern authorial devices such as contrast and irony and narrative pro-
gression/development in the midst of a narrative account and amid other literary devices. For example, 
Leithart argues for a chiastic literary structure of Matt 27-28, specifically 27:55-28:20, as he notes the 
repetition of the same characters and other literary themes in the Gospel’s conclusion. See Peter J. Leithart, 
“Structure of Matthew 27-28,” First Things, March 15, 2010, accessed January 23, 2014, http://www.leithart.
com/2010/03/15/structure-of-matthew-27-28/. See also, Peter J. Leithart, The Four: A Survey of the Gospels 
(Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2010) and Peter J. Leithart, Deep Exegesis: The Mystery of Reading Scripture (Waco, 
TX: Baylor University Press, 2009). Following Tannehill, Combrink argues that greater awareness to stories 
and how they are told is necessary to the interpretation of Matthew’s Gospel in H. J. Bernard Combrink, 
“The Structure of the Gospel of Matthew as Narrative,” Tyndale Bulletin 34 (1983): 63.

5 Note the inclusio with Matt 4:5—eis tēn hagian polin. Previously, after the baptismal scene in which God the 
Father identifies Jesus as the beloved Son with whom he is pleased (3:17), Satan challenged Jesus, attempting 
to incite him to take the initiative to identify himself as “the Son of God”—ei huios ei tou theou—but, Jesus 
refused (4:6-7). Similarly, the scene prior to the pericope under consideration reads like an anti-baptismal 
scene—reversing the scene that precedes Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. Formerly, Jesus had spoken 
(3:15), the Spirit descended upon him (3:16), and the Father audibly testified from heaven to his identify 
(3:17); now, after crying out with a loud voice twice (27:46, 50) an unnerving silence pervades the scene 
before Jesus yields the Spirit and dies (27:50). It is only after Jesus’ death that Matthew notes how the 
Father testified to Jesus’ identity as the “the Son of God” by means of the cosmological and apocalyptic 
imagery which dominates this historical scene.

6 For more on narrative design as well as narratological intentionality in the Gospels, see Timothy Wiarda, 
Interpreting Gospel Narratives: Scenes, People, and Theology (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2010). 

7 Lohr argues for a similar structure of Matthew’s Gospel in Charles H. Lohr, “Oral Techniques in the 
Gospel of Matthew,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 23 (1961): 427. He wrongly, however, places Matt 23 in 
the eschatological sermonic-discourse. For a critique of Lohr’s position, see Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, 
“The Structure of Matthew XIV-XVIII,” Revue Biblique 82 (1975): 369-371. Murphy-O’Connor’s strongest 
contention is that placing Matt 23 with Matt 19-22 accentuates the correspondence between the first 
sermonic-discourse, Matt 5-7, and the last sermonic-discourse, Matt 24-25. In this case, both sermonic-dis-
courses would be addressed to Jesus’ disciples; his disciples would be, according to Murphy-O’Connor, 
distinguished from the crowds within Matthew’s Gospel.  Additionally, Murphy-O’Connor contends that 
this makes obvious the deliberate intention of Matthew to make the five sermonic-discourses one of the 
major components of his gospel. Murphy-O’Connor argues that this is indisputable by the phrase, kai 
egeneto hote etelesen ho Iēsous, which is only used five times throughout the gospel.  Pennington also notes 
that chapter 13 forms the chiastic center of Matthew. For Pennington, this accentuates “the centrality 
of the message of the coming of the Kingdom of God.” See Jonathan T. Pennington, Heaven and Earth in 
the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 280-281. Further, via Pennington, the 
chart above manifests a “sermon” then “narrative” structure throughout the Gospel rather than “narrative” 
then “sermon.”  Though interpreters preceding me have noted that the discourses were either sermons 
or material collected from several of Jesus’ sermons, the phrase “sermonic-discourse” is my own. I am 
using the phrase intentionally to emphasis the homiletical nature of the Matthean discourses. This is 
significant both for our interpretation of the discourse—they are sermons/sermonic—as well as for our 
proclamation of the text—Matthew’s Gospel was intended to model for us one aspect of how to preach 
about the Kingdom of Heaven (KOH) now that it has been “plērōsai” in Christ (Matt 5:17). It seems, 
then, that the homiletical goals of Matthew informed his composition of the sermonic-discourse in that 
he crafted his gospel 1) to solicit a certain type of response to the KOH and 2) to model for his readers 
how to preach authoritatively, like Jesus, about the KOH—ēn gar didaskōn autous hōs exousian echōn (Matt 
7:29). Though referring to the Sermon on the Mount, Pelikan notes that homileticians can take their 
sermonic cues from Jesus, who perfectly wed form with content. This model is seen in the sermonic-dis-
courses crafted by Matthew in his gospel. See Jaroslav Pelikan. Divine Rhetoric: The Sermon on the Mount 
as Message and Model in Augustine, Chrysostom, and Luther (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2000), 48.    
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8 Matthew is clear, though, that it is only a life-giving death for those who love God instead of mammon 
(Matt 28:11-15; cf. 6:24)

9 This survey of the Matthean literature focuses on recent contributions to this pericope rather than those 
spanning the history of reception.

10 Delvin D. Hutton, “The Resurrection of the Holy Ones (Matt 27:51b-53): A Study of the Theology of the 
Matthean Passion Narrative” (Th.D. diss., Harvard University, 1970), 14. His analysis of interpretive history is 
short. Further, it is not entirely clear the significance of the distinction between his second and third appropri-
ations of the text. I would argue that the divinely caused cosmic portents testify to the “deity” of Jesus. Thus, 
there appears to be 1) categorical overlap and 2) other interpretive appropriations of the text to explore.

11 Ibid., 15.
12 Ibid. Unlike Licona (see below), he is not concerned with questions of historicity in his work on the 

resurrection.
13 Ibid., 16.
14 Ibid., 109. 
15 Ibid., 108.
16 Ibid., 117, 119, 126, 172-176. 
17 Hutton speculates to the identify of “tōn kekoimēmenōn hagiōn” in his work. He suggests that they are “the 

patriarchs, prophets, and martyrs, who, having joined their brethren in the sleep of death were set apart 
for vindication and blessing in the resurrection.” Ibid., 142, cf. 137-143.

18 Ibid., 145.
19 Ibid., 115.
20 Though Wenham’s article is short, his contribution is significant because his thesis persuades D. A. Carson, 

Matthew 13-28 (Expositor’s Bible Commentary; ed. Frank E. Gaebelein; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
1995), 581-582. See also, Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew (The New American Commentary, vol. 22; Nashville, 
TN: Broadman Press, 1992), 421.

21 See J. W. Wenham, “When Were the Saints Raised?,” The Journal of Theological Studies 32:1 (1981): 150-152.
22 Wenham is concerned with alleviating Matthew from the erroneous assumption that the saints were 

resurrected for three days while remaining around the tombs until Jesus is raised form the dead in Matt 
28:1-10—“Then the succession of events on Good Friday is clearly delineated, and the whole episode of 
the resurrected saints is placed after the resurrection of Jesus, thus absolving the evangelist from the charge 
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What seems to have happened is that Western theology has allowed itself to be 
dominated by a legalistic view of sin and a forensic model of atonement which 
leaves little room for resurrection. When the atonement is thought of chiefly in 
terms of merit and the law, the cross becomes central, but the resurrection drops 
into the category of subjective redemption. [This] idea of atonement does not 
have much room for resurrection which can go almost unmentioned because 
it is not required.1

That charge came from the pen of Clark Pinnock. It is no secret that Pinnock 
departed over the course of his life from numerous tenets of evangelicalism. 
Therefore, it is not surprising to hear his voice among the myriad of self-pro-
claimed evangelicals attacking penal substitutionary atonement.  However, 
before dismissing the attack too quickly, we should at least acknowledge 
an element of truth in these words.  I do not mean that there is truth in the 
claim that a forensic understanding of the atonement leaves no room for the 
resurrection.  I aim in this article to argue otherwise.  But there certainly 
is truth in the claim that the resurrection “can go almost unmentioned” by 
those of us who proclaim the gospel and understand the atonement as an 
act of penal substitution.  
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As a pastor who asks every potential member to share with me the gospel, 
I can actually ratchet up the charge made by Pinnock.  In my experience, the 
resurrection does indeed “go almost unmentioned” on occasions, as people 
seem to tack it on to their explanation of Christ’s death for sinners as our 
hope of salvation.  But just as often, it goes unmentioned altogether.  While 
interviewing numerous college students for membership at our church (col-
lege students who come in large measure from solidly evangelical homes), 
I have lost count of the number of times I have had to ask, “Now did Jesus 
stay dead?” after a potential member had shared the “gospel.”2     

Without exception, the candidate for membership has answered that 
question by affirming the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  However, the 
fact that this element of the gospel message (without which, Paul affirms, we 
would still be in our sins—1 Cor 15:17) is so easily neglected must lead us to 
pause and ask why the resurrection is so easily ignored in our presentations of 
the gospel.  The answer, I believe, is that though all of these students believe 
that Jesus was raised from the dead and understand the need to affirm this 
truth, they (and numerous other evangelicals) do not grasp why Christ’s 
resurrection was necessary in a salvific sense.  Consequently, failing to see 
the saving significance of the resurrection, they forget this crucial element 
of the gospel when describing Christ’s saving work. 

The logic of this “gospel” message seems sound, coherent, and complete, 
without making note of Christ’s resurrection.  God is holy.  Man is sinful.  
Therefore, man stands under God’s condemnation and coming wrath, as 
sinners before a holy God.  However, God the Son took on flesh and came to 
live the perfect life of obedience we never could.  Moreover, he died on the 
cross for us.  Bearing the penalty for our sins by his death, Christ appeased 
God’s wrath and bore the condemnation we deserved as he gave himself 
up in our place.  Because of Christ’s saving work, then, all who repent and 
believe in him will be credited with Christ’s perfect obedience and receive 
forgiveness of their sins, as Christ’s death counts as the complete payment 
for our sins and removes God’s condemnation from us.  

The problem, of course, is that without mention of the resurrection a 
gospel message is no gospel at all, and Scripture will not allow such an empty 
proclamation to be called “good news.” Rather, Paul declared, “If Christ has 
not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.  Then those 
also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished” (1 Cor 15:17-18).3
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In light of the possibility (and occasional tendency4) of proponents of 
penal substitution to articulate a “gospel message” without noting the crucial 
and necessary element of Christ’s resurrection, opponents of penal substi-
tution have suggested that evangelicals need to rethink their understanding 
of Christ’s atoning work.5  That is, if an understanding man’s problem before 
God and Christ’s atoning work on their behalf can be articulated in such 
a way that the resurrection is not “required” (as Pinnock’s attack claims), 
then surely we must abandon these forensic categories, especially in regard 
to Christ’s atoning work.  To abandon penal substitution in light of the 
biblical teaching in support of this crucial doctrine (see especially Rom 
3:21-26; 8:3; 2 Cor 5:21; Gal 3:13), 6 however, is no better than ignoring the 
resurrection.  What is needed is not for evangelicals to flee the doctrine of 
penal substitution but rather consistent and faithful teaching that shows why 
penal substitutionary atonement not only leaves “room” for the resurrection 
of Christ but actually demands that Christ be raised, if man is to be justified 
by Christ’s work.  Such is the purpose of this article as I aim to show that not 
only can Christ’s resurrection be reconciled with penal substitution but is 
actually the necessary consequence of penal substitution if indeed Christ’s 
work is to serve as the basis for man’s justification before God.

Union with Christ

In order to understand the connection between penal substitution and 
Christ’s resurrection, one must consider the representative nature of Jesus’ 
work.  Some have attempted to place the concepts of representation and 
substitution in separate and exclusive categories,7 but Scripture allows no 
such division.  Believers are said to have “died with Christ” (Rom 6:8) and 
are told that “Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8).  Thus, Christ represents believers 
in his high-priestly work (Heb 5:1), yet because he is their substitute, they 
do not have to bear the wrath of God in their own persons.  When explain-
ing Christ’s atoning work, then, Richard Gaffin rightly notes that “we must 
account for both the exclusive or strictly substitutionary and the inclusive 
or representative aspects, both the ‘for us’ and the ‘in him’ and ‘with him’ 
of Christ’s death.”8  One must see Jesus as a “representative substitute”9 for 
believers and his atoning work as that of “inclusive substitution.”10  The com-
bination of these two elements is crucial because unless the representative 
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element of Christ’s work is acknowledged alongside that of substitution, the 
resurrection will seem to have little connection to a forensic atonement.  The 
reason for this is because what Christ accomplishes in both his death and 
resurrection is appropriated to believers via their union with him.  

Union with Christ has been noted as the “central truth of the whole 
doctrine of salvation,”11 and this is for good reason.  Salvation is pictured 
throughout Scripture in terms of those blessings which believers experiences 
by their union with Christ.  Thus, when Paul writes of believers experienc-
ing no condemnation before God, it is a reality for those who are in Christ 
(Rom 8:1).  Nor is this reality of the blessings of salvation being experienced 
through union with Christ rare in Paul’s letters.  Bruce Demarest has noted 
that expressions such as en Christō, en kuriō, en Christō Iēsou, and en autō 
occur 216 times in Paul’s letters, in addition to the twenty-six times in John’s 
writings.12 It is no exaggeration to say that without union with Christ, there 
is no salvation.  But what is the nature of union with Christ?  In order to 
answer this question, one must consider the relationship Scripture portrays 
between Adam and Christ.

Adam, Christ, and Representative Union  

The identification most important for understanding the nature of union with 
Christ is that of Jesus as the second/last Adam.  Paul links Adam and Christ 
in Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:20-23, 45, and 47.  In Romans 5:14, 
Adam is referred to as a “type”13 of Christ, minimally indicating that there is 
similarity between these two individuals.  In addition, in 1 Corinthians 15:22, 
Paul parallels the notions of individuals being “in Adam” and “in Christ.”  
Thus, the clearest indicator of what Paul means by “in Christ” is found in 
understanding the parallel phrase “in Adam.”  That is, understanding the way 
in which Adam relates to mankind or the manner in which man is “in Adam” 
should be indicative of the manner in which men are in union with Christ 
or “in Christ.”  What, then, is the relationship between Adam and mankind?

The answer according to Romans 5:12-21 is that Adam is in a “represen-
tative union” with mankind, so that what Adam did affected all those “in 
him.”  That is, as Adam lived in the garden, he did not live his life as a private 
and lone individual but represented mankind before God.  This is clear in 
Romans 5:12-21 as Paul consistently shows Adam’s one action affecting all 
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those “in him.”  Therefore, as Paul notes Adam’s disobedience in the garden, 
he logically moves from the condemnation Adam brought on himself to the 
condemnation of all men for whom he was a representative (Rom 5:16, 18).  
Thus, what Adam does (disobeys) and receives (a verdict of condemnation) 
is determinative for those whom he legally represents.14  

It is not surprising, then, that Paul speaks of Christ’s work as determinative 
for those whom he legally represents.  Paralleling the theme regarding Adam’s 
representative action, he notes that Christ’s “one act of righteousness leads to 
justification resulting in life for all men”15 and that by his “obedience the many 
will be made righteous” (Rom 5:18-19).  Where Adam is called the “first” man/
Adam, Christ is called the “second” and “last” man/Adam (1 Cor 15:45-47).  
This implies that Adam and Jesus are unique; none other affects the world as 
these two.  Gaffin’s comments here deserve to be quoted at length:

Adam and Christ are identified as representatives or key figures in solidarity 
with others.  The order of Paul’s outlook here is such that Adam is “the first” ... 
there is no one before him.  Christ is “the last” ... there is no one after him... But 
Christ is not only “the last,” he is also, as such, “the second” ... there is no one 
between Adam and him.  In other words, and this is particularly important for us 
here, the sweep of Paul’s covenant-historical outlook, the overarching hierarchy 
of his concerns here, is such that no one comes into consideration but Adam and 
Christ—not David, not Moses and the law given at Sinai, not even Abraham as 
the promise-holder, not Noah, nor anyone else... As Paul is looking at things in 
this passage, no one between them “counts.”16

Therefore, just as the first Adam lives with his actions and the result of 
those actions as determinative for those whom he represents, so Christ lives 
with his actions and the result of those actions as determinative for those 
whom he represents.  What, then, does Christ do so that those united to 
him are affected?  Answering this question, too, causes one to reflect on the 
work of Adam. 

The Nature of Christ’s Work  

When one considers Christ’s work against the backdrop of Adam’s, it is clear 
that the crucial issues to be addressed (and overturned) are disobedience/
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sin, condemnation, and death.  What Paul highlights concerning the work 
of Adam in Romans 5:12-21 is Adam’s disobedience, the condemnation 
that follows, and the manifestation of that condemnation in a reign of death.  
The fact that Adam’s “one trespass led to condemnation for all men” (Rom 
5:18) indicates the demand for absolute obedience, as one sin is sufficient 
to bring about condemnation on Adam and all those whom he represents 
before God.  Recognizing this demand for obedience, Adam’s sin highlights 
the need for one to obey where he failed and to remove the condemnation 
that he brought upon mankind if individuals are to be justified and live.  

This is precisely the nature in which the Bible presents Christ’s work.  As 
man’s representative, Christ must obey perfectly as well as bear condemnation 
on man’s behalf.  Thus, both Christ’s “active” and “passive obedience” 17 are 
necessary for overturning the effect of Adam’s sin.18    

When Jesus comes into the world, he comes as a representative for those 
“in him” to undo what Adam did as humanity’s first representative.  It is, 
therefore, not by accident that the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry is a 
time of temptation.  Also noteworthy is the manner in which this temptation 
appears in Luke’s gospel.

Luke writes of Jesus’ baptism in 3:21-22, ending with the Father’s decla-
ration, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22).  
He then instantly moves into the giving of the genealogy of Jesus.  Whereas 
Matthew’s genealogy goes back to Abraham, though, Luke’s concludes with 
reference to Adam, whom he describes as “the son of God” (Luke 3:38).  
Then, immediately upon concluding Jesus’ genealogy, Luke turns to the 
account of Jesus being tempted by the devil.  Again, interestingly, Satan’s 
first temptation begins, “If you are the Son of God . . .” (Luke 4:3).  The con-
necting point between these three seemingly unrelated events or topics (i.e., 
baptism, genealogy, and temptation) is the identity of the true son of God, 
the one who would obey God in the face of temptation.  Luke is establishing 
Jesus as the last Adam, the true Son of God, the one who would obey where 
Adam failed.19  Therefore, Jesus “relives Adam’s life”20 and experiences the 
temptations Adam faced, but where Adam failed, Jesus remained righteous.

The Bible also portrays Jesus as bearing the wrath of God in his death.  
Just as Jesus comes to obey where Adam failed so he comes to bear the con-
demnation brought about by Adam’s sin.  In his death, however, the New 
Testament continues to emphasize Jesus’ role as representative.  The author 
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of Hebrews picks up this imagery most clearly, showing that Jesus is a priest 
in the line of Melchizedek, so that he might “act on behalf of men in relation 
to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins” (Heb 5:1-9).21  Jesus’ incarnation, 
then, is crucial so that he might “become a merciful and faithful high priest 
in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb 
2:17).  Thus, Hebrews sees Jesus as a representative for the people of God 
so that he might offer a sacrifice to turn away God’s wrath from them.22  One 
key difference between Jesus and the former high priests, however, is that 
Jesus is both the priest making the sacrifice on behalf of God’s people and 
the substitutionary sacrifice that is offered.  Just as the lamb without blem-
ish was slaughtered and its blood shed instead of the firstborn during the 
Passover, so Jesus offers “himself without blemish to God” (Heb 9:14).  He 
appeared “once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice 
of himself” (Heb 9:26).  

Therefore, though God’s people were the objects of God’s wrath because 
of their sin (Rom 1:18-3:20; Eph 2:1-3), Christ bore God’s wrath and 
condemnation for sinners in his death on the cross.  This reality is seen 
both in Jesus’ struggle in the garden and in the nature of his death.  Prior 
to the cross, Jesus prays in the garden, “Remove this cup from me.  Yet 
not what I will, but what you will” (Mark 14:36).  In light of the cup sym-
bolizing God’s wrath in Scripture, this is the clearest meaning of “cup” in 
this text.23  Jesus anticipates going to the cross so that he might bear the 
condemnation of God’s people—the wrath of God.  Then, the scene at 
the cross itself shows that Jesus undergoes condemnation, bearing God’s 
wrath toward sinners.  He is handed over to die, cries out, asking why God 
has forsaken him, and the earth is shrouded in darkness—all signs that he 
is bearing God’s wrath.24  Therefore, when Jesus dies on the cross, he dies 
as the righteous Son of God bearing the condemnation of the Father for 
those who had sinned against him.

Union with Christ and His Work  

Union with Christ, then, is the believer’s union with one who has lived a per-
fectly obedient life before God and died, bearing the condemnation for man’s 
sin.25  Both of these elements are crucial in explaining the concept of penal 
substitutionary atonement.  Having lived a righteous life as the representative 
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for the people of God, Jesus dies as their substitute, paying the penalty for 
their sin.  Bruce Demarest’s definition of penal substitution concurs:  

In love Jesus Christ, our substitute, in his life perfectly fulfilled the law and in death 
bore the just penalty for our sins.  Expressed otherwise, on the cross Christ took 
our place and bore the equivalent punishment for our sins, thereby satisfying 
the just demands of the law and appeasing God’s wrath.26

This explanation of the nature and effect of Christ’s death, however, again 
elucidates why some have claimed that those holding to penal substitutionary 
atonement make the resurrection unnecessary.  Gregory Boyd, for example, 
notes, “If the main problem needing to be addressed by Christ was that God’s 
wrath needed to be appeased, and if the main solution to this problem con-
sisted of God slaying his Son on the cross, one naturally wonders what could 
possibly be left to be done once this is completed.”27  If man’s problem is that 
he bears God’s condemnation because of his sin and so God’s wrath hangs 
over him, why is any more needed than for Christ to bear the condemnation 
for man’s sin on the cross and, as his substitute, appease God’s wrath toward 
man by paying man’s penalty?

Moreover, the apparent sufficiency of Christ’s obedient life and penal-
ty-bearing death is seen when one compares the role of Adam and the role 
of Christ.  If one considers that Adam disobeys and brings about condem-
nation that shows itself in death, then it seems that Christ’s work parallels 
this sufficiently to undo what Adam did and to produce forgiveness of sins 
and life for those united to him.  The logic of this parallelism is displayed in 
the following illustration comparing the work of Adam and Christ: 

Adam → disobeys → is condemned → condemnation evidenced in death
Christ → obeys → bears condemnation → bearing of condemnation evidenced in life

In this sequence it seems logical that Christ’s obedient life and penalty-bearing 
death are sufficient to bring about justification to the believer, a justification which 
shows itself in life.  Each aspect of Adam’s work that results in death appears to be 
matched sufficiently by an aspect of Christ’s work that results in life.  The problem, 
however, as noted earlier is that the New Testament simply will not allow this to 
be seen as a sufficient paradigm.  Rather, Paul declares, “If Christ has not been 
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raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:17-18).  That 
is to say, there is another necessary element in Christ’s work if the believer is to 
be justified and have life—the resurrection of Christ.  To see precisely why this 
is the case, one must understand the nature of Christ’s resurrection.

The Resurrection of Christ

The necessity of the resurrection must be seen against the backdrop of the fact 
that Christ died as the condemned one.28  If Christ’s death is the last “word” 
on that Friday, then it is a judicial declaration that Jesus is accursed of God.  
For Jesus to remain dead would be evidence that the one who appeared to 
be the perfectly obedient Son was something less than perfectly righteous.  
Moreover, since believers are united with Christ in such a way that what is 
true of him is true of them, if Christ remains under the condemnation of God 
then believers are condemned as well.  After his death, then, Jesus must be 
justified, vindicated as the righteous Son.  This is precisely what happens in 
the resurrection.29  As Geerhardus Vos explained, “Christ’s resurrection was 
the de facto declaration of God in regard to his being just.  His quickening 
bears in itself testimony of his justification.”30  

A return to the argument of Romans 5:12-21 reinforces this understanding, 
particularly Paul’s antithetical parallelism between Christ’s work and Adam’s 
work.  As Paul notes that Adam sinned and brought condemnation that 
resulted in death, so he writes, “One act of righteousness leads to justification 
resulting in life for all men” (Rom 5:18).  The unspoken reality paralleled in 
the work of Adam and Christ is that each received a legal sentence.31  That 
is, the judgment following Adam’s one trespass brought condemnation to 
all men (Rom 5:16, 18) precisely because this was the very sentence that 
was pronounced on Adam, who served as a representative for all mankind in 
union with him.  That legal sentence of condemnation is then manifested in 
the reign of death.  In like manner, Christ’s obedience “brought justification” 
(Rom 5:16) to all in union with him because this was the very sentence pro-
nounced on Christ.  And that legal sentence of justification is manifested in 
life.  This parallelism is illustrated in the following revised diagram:

Adam → disobeys/sins → is condemned → condemnation evidenced in death
Christ → obeys → (bears condemnation) → is justified → justification evidenced in life
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This diagram better reflects the reality that life is founded upon the legal 
sentence of justification received by Christ.32  How is it, though, that Christ’s 
resurrection reveals that he has received this sentence of justification?  Uti-
lizing Vos’s language, how is it that Christ’s “quickening bears in itself the 
testimony of his justification?”  The answer lies in the connection between 
righteousness, justification, and life illustrated above.  If one can say that death 
is a demonstration that one has been condemned, so one may equally say 
that life is a demonstration that one has been justified.  Consequently, when 
Christ is raised from death to life, it is a demonstration that he is justified.  
The transformation to life is the evidence of a legal sentence of justification.  
This is what Vos was claiming as he wrote, “Christ’s resurrection was the de 
facto declaration of God in regard to his being just.  His quickening bears in 
itself testimony of his justification.”  If one can only have life as a result of 
being justified, then the resurrection of Christ to life is proof he has been/
is justified.33  

Scripture confirms this conclusion as well.  Paul writes in 1 Timothy 3:16 
that Christ has been “justified by the Spirit,”34 which most agree is a refer-
ence to Christ’s resurrection carried out through the agency of the Spirit.35  
Moreover, if Christ’s resurrection is needed to justify him because he had 
died as the condemned one, then it should be apparent that the resurrec-
tion was a necessary act precisely because of the nature of Christ’s atoning 
death.  Because Jesus was the righteous Son of God (the obedient second/
last Adam), he could not remain under the wrathful condemnation of the 
Father, which he bore in his death.  Thus, far from being disconnected from 
the resurrection, it is Christ’s penal substitutionary death which demands 
the resurrection.  Furthermore, because the resurrection is a demonstration 
of the legal verdict of righteousness pronounced on the incarnate Son, the 
resurrection itself (like the atonement) is fundamentally forensic in nature.

Justification, Resurrection, and the Believer

Because of the believer’s union with Christ, however, that which Christ 
does and receives does not affect him alone.  As established earlier, the 
representative union that exists between Christ and believers declares that 
what Christ does and receives is credited to those “in him.”  Therefore, if 
Christ’s resurrection proves the legal declaration of his righteous status, then 
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believers should expect to see Christ’s resurrection bringing about their own 
justification.  And this is precisely what one finds in Romans 4:25. 

Paul writes in Romans 4:25 that Jesus “was delivered up for our tres-
passes and raised for our justification.”  The first half of the verse highlights 
Jesus’ identification with believers in their condemnation—Christ pays the 
penalty for their sin.  The second half underscores the connection between 
Christ’s resurrection and believers’ justification. The details of this connection 
become apparent as one understands that Christ’s resurrection means that 
Christ has received a legal sentence of justification.  The resurrected Christ 
is nothing less than the one who has received the legal sentence that he is 
righteous.  Therefore, if believers are united to Christ in such a way that what 
Christ does and receives is determinative for them, then one may conclude 
that as Christ’s resurrection displays that he has received a declaration of 
righteousness, so believers receive a declaration of righteousness as well as 
they are united with the resurrected Christ by faith.36  This explains the logic 
of Romans 4:25.  Christ is raised, and (because he is in representative union 
with believers) it is for our justification. 37

This understanding of Christ’s resurrection and the benefit for believers 
also makes sense of Paul’s claim in 1 Corinthians 15:17:  “And if Christ has 
not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.”  Because 
Christ’s death was one in which he bore the condemnation brought about 
because of Adam’s sin, if Christ is not raised then he is under the condem-
nation of God.  Furthermore, because believers are in union with Christ so 
that what Christ does and receives is determinative for them, then if Christ 
is not raised they are in union with one who remains under the condemna-
tion of God.  Thus, if Christ were not raised, they would remain in sin and 
under condemnation.  This is the precise argument of 1 Corinthians 15:17.  
If believers are justified via their union with Christ, it is not only necessary 
that Christ dies on the cross, bearing the penalty for man’s sin, but that he 
is also raised up so as to be under condemnation no more and receive his 
justifying verdict.

Were one to stop with believers receiving a justifying verdict, however, it 
would do injustice both to the connection between righteousness, justifica-
tion, and life revealed in Romans 5 as well as the full nature of Christ’s own 
justification.  Romans 5:12-21 and the nature of Christ’s resurrection each 
serves to remind the believer that the justification of the believer necessarily 
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includes both a judicial declaration of his righteousness in this life and a 
public demonstration of that justifying verdict in life.  

Again, this reality is evident from the connection drawn in Romans 
5:12-21.  As verse 18 reminds the reader, Christ’s righteousness results in 
justification which results in life.  The connection between Christ’s righ-
teousness and the legal sentence of justification manifested in life is no less 
certain than the connection between Adam’s sin and the legal sentence of 
condemnation manifested in death, which is witnessed to daily in our lives.38 
Therefore, just as Romans 5:12-21 leaves no possibility of one falling under 
condemnation and not being affected by death, so it leaves no possibility 
of one being justified and not experiencing eternal life—that which is fully 
experienced only in resurrection.  Consequently, all who receive a verdict of 
justification necessarily will manifest that justification in eternal life (both 
as a foretaste in this age and in its fullness in the age to come).

Second, if indeed salvation is experienced in terms of union with Christ 
so that what Christ does and receives is determinative for those “in him,” 
then one should consider the justification of believers in light of Christ’s own 
justification.  In Christ’s resurrection, the judicial declaration of his justifi-
cation is evidenced in the reality that he is raised to die no more.  Christ’s 
resurrection signaled not only his justification but served as an eschato-
logical demonstration of that justification as his body was raised from the 
dead.  Therefore, if what Christ receives is determinative for believers, then 
believers’ justification must be evidenced in bodily transformation as well.  
Christ must not only be the first to be raised in evidence of his justification 
but “the firstborn among many brothers” (Rom 8:29).

Conclusion

The claim that penal substitution makes no room for the resurrection because 
it is not required in a system of salvation that necessitates forensic atonement 
is without warrant.  Rather, it is precisely because the incarnate Son dies as the 
condemned one in his substitutionary role for sinners that his resurrection is 
required.  If Christ is not raised, then believers are united with one who lies 
in the grave, accursed of God.  Consequently, because salvation is founded in 
union with Christ so that what is true of him is true of those united with him, 
if Christ lies condemned in the grave, then so do all whose faith rests in him. 
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The justification of sinners requires the removal of condemnation and a 
verdict of righteousness.  Because these salvific blessings are communicated 
to believers via their union with Christ, these realities must be experienced 
by the incarnate Son of God.  This is what is experienced in the life, death, 
and resurrection of the Christ.  After living a perfect life, Jesus dies on the 
cross as the condemned one, bearing the penalty for all sinners who have 
trusted and will trust in him.  However, because he is the perfectly righteous 
Son, he must receive a verdict of righteousness.  That he does indeed receive 
this verdict is manifested in his resurrection to life because even as the reign 
of death in this world is evidence of the verdict of condemnation that has 
come upon mankind through Adam’s sin, so resurrection life is the evidence 
of a verdict of justification.  When Christ was raised so was manifested the 
Father’s righteous verdict on his obedient Son.  And because Christ lived, 
died, and was raised as our representative substitute, his perfect obedience 
is credited to us, his penalty-bearing death counts for us, and his justifying 
resurrection is the Lord’s approval of all of us who trust in the righteous Son.  
That is, both penal substitutionary atonement and a justifying resurrection—
two forensic acts—are necessary for our salvation.  He “was delivered up for 
our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Rom 4:25).  
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Introduction

Long ago Rudolf Bultmann argued that Jesus’ activity as “Revealer of God” 
is the eschatological event, “the judgment of the world.”1 Th us, Jesus’ advent 
and departure constitute the last day so that resurrection and judgment 
are “now present in the word of revelation” he brings.2 Th us, “the ‘coming’ 
eschatological hour, which men had hoped for at the end of time, is declared 
to be already present, for it is the hour in which the Word of the Revealer 
is heard. It is the hour of the resurrection of the dead.”3 Consequently, the 
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last day has already arrived so that it “is not a dramatic cosmic event which 
is yet to come and which we must still await. Rather the mission of the Son, 
complete as it is in his descent and exaltation, is the judgement.”4 For Ernst 
Käsemann, Bultmann’s student, emphasis upon the presence of last day 
resurrection prompts him to suggest at one point that John’s Gospel reflects 
the error of Hymenaeus and Philetus who taught that the resurrection has 
already occurred (2 Tim 2:17-18).5

A generation before Bultmann, evangelical theologian Herman Bavinck 
more evenhandedly observed, “For Christ is the Son of Man who already 
precipitated a crisis by his appearance, continues it in history, and completes 
it at the end of time. Their relation to him decides the eternal weal or woe 
of human beings.”6 While Bavinck affirms that with his first advent the Son 
of God already commences the last day, unlike Bultmann’s interpretation 
of John, he does not jettison belief that Christ shall come a second time to 
execute final judgment in accord with the verdicts already announced in the 
good news of his incarnation. While John’s Gospel stresses inauguration of 
last day resurrection and judgment with the incarnation of God’s Son, he 
insists that resurrection and judgment will yet take place on the last day.

Consequently, though evangelical New Testament exegetes acknowledge 
that within John’s Gospel advance announcement of the last day figures 
prominently, they subscribe to Bavinck’s reading of the Gospel over against 
Bultmann’s contrived reading.7 Not even C. H. Dodd, a renowned advocate 
of “realized eschatology,” accepts Bultmann’s claim that an “ecclesiastical 
redactor” attempted to domesticate its “dangerous statements” by inserting 
John 5:28-29.8 So, Andreas Köstenberger rightly observes, “in an important 
sense, God’s judgment was already brought about by the light’s coming into 
the world in the incarnation of the Son (1:14). This coming of the light 
into the world, in turn, confronts people everywhere with the decision of 
whether to embrace the light or to go into hiding and persist in darkness.”9 
He explains further that all who reject God’s Son incur divine judgment, but 
all who believe in him “escape judgment already in the here and now (5:24), 
though the final judgment awaits the end of time (5:28-29).”10 

Since Bultmann, Käsemann, and Dodd, interpreters have “variously agreed 
with, disagreed with or modified” their views.11 Evenhanded acceptance of 
the tension John’s Gospel poses by portrayal of the last day’s advance arrival 
with the advent of the Son of God remains a challenge. For the temptation 



God’s Incarnate Son as the Embodiment of Last Day Resurrection: Eternal Life as Justification in John’s Gospel

69

is either to suppress or to overstate the ramifications of the last day’s arrival. 
With the incarnation of God’s Son two concomitant and inseparable but 
distinguishable acts of God that belong to the last day even now penetrate 
the present.12 Because Jesus is the Son of God, the Father gives “all judgment” 
to him and authorizes him to have “life in himself ” (5:22, 26-27). Thus, his 
mission sweeps forward the verdicts of divine judgment from the last day. 
So, the incarnate Word now issues the advance announcement of God’s last 
day verdict of judgment—everyone who believes “is not condemned,” but 
whoever does not believe “is condemned already” (3:16-19; 5:21-29).13

Several crucial expressions—to live, life, eternal life, to be raised from the 
dead, to be given life, resurrection, judgment, condemnation—collocate 
in the Book of Signs ( John 1-12). They feature the advent of God’s Son as 
activating the divine verdict of the last day ahead of its time in continuity 
with resurrection of life or resurrection of condemnation (5:29). John’s 
Gospel presents eternal life as a foretoken of the life of the coming age 
entered through resurrection. As such, receipt of eternal life is parallel to 
and concomitant with justification before God, which, though not expressed 
with δικαιόω and δικαίωσις, is announced emphatically by means of lito-
tes—“are not condemned”/“do not come into condemnation”—meaning, 
“are most assuredly justified.”14 Thus, Jesus’ advent already portends and 
bequeaths the initial phases of the not yet final verdicts of the impending 
last day. Though “eternal life” is not inherently a judicial category, within 
John’s Gospel receipt of or entrance into life of the coming age is tantamount 
to receiving justification. Particularly, as Jesus enfolds “does not come into 
condemnation” with “has eternal life” and “has passed from death to life,” 
he renders the three expressions equivalent in effect. So, now to receive the 
life Jesus gives from himself as God’s incarnate Son is akin to receiving in 
advance the last day’s divine verdict of justification. This is so because to give 
eternal life now is Christ’s performative-declarative speech-act by which he 
grants the foretoken “resurrection of life” (ἀνάστασις ζωῆς, 5:29), the ver-
dict of final judgment that stands opposite “resurrection of condemnation” 
(ἀνάστασις κρίσεως, 5:29), which already in foretoken form remains upon all 
who disobey God’s Son (3:36). Advance receipt of eternal life as the divine 
verdict of the last day signals continuous possession of eternal life now and 
in the age to come, for to have this life now provides recipients assurance of 
resurrection of life on the last day.15
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The Intersection of Spatial and Temporal Dualities

A distinguishing trait of the Fourth Gospel is its spatial duality (earth/heaven, 
world/not of this world, earthly things/heavenly things) that intersects a 
temporal one (an hour is coming and now is).16 While the Synoptic Gospels 
depict the age to come as remote yet coming, John’s Gospel weaves together 
threads of spatial and temporal dualities which form an intricate patt ern that 
features the immanence of last day resurrection and judgment signifi ed by 
Jesus’ miracles and accompanying discourses in preparation for his imminent 
“hour” of being glorifi ed on earth paradoxically through death. Accented is 
the inauguration of the coming age’s advent with the incarnation of God’s Son 
who comes from heaven (3:13), who makes known the Father (1:18), and 
who embodies the powers of the coming age both to raise the dead (11:25) 
and to commence judgment (9:39; cf. 5:21-27). Essential to this temporal 
theme is the variegated thread that features the hour the Son of Man is to be 
glorifi ed as the Passover Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.17

Th is temporal theme fi rst appears in Jesus’ reply to his mother’s request at a 
wedding, “my hour has not yet come” (2:4). It reappears with recurrence to 
emphasize already commenced eff ects of the hour’s imminence when Jesus 
says “the hour is coming and now is” (e.g., 4:23; 5:25; 16:32). Th e initial form 
of the temporal theme, fi rst spoken by Jesus, reemerges when the narrator 
twice explains Jesus’ eluding hostile capture by saying “his hour had not yet 
come” (7:30; 8:20) and later when he announces that Jesus “knew that his 

Figure 1
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hour had come” (13:1) followed by Jesus’ public declaration, “the hour has 
come that the Son of Man is to be glorified” (12:23, 27), and then private 
prayer, “Father, the hour has come. Glorify your son” (17:1).

In this manner, John’s Gospel features the incarnation of the glorious and 
unique Son “who came from the Father” (1:14) as the one in whom resides 
the powers of the coming age so that with his advent he already sweeps 
forward resurrection and judgment from the last day into the present age 
(see Fig. 1). Thus, Jesus discloses most vividly the last day’s spatial presence 
(immanence) and temporal presence (imminence) in his crucifixion and 
resurrection, but he also dramatizes the presence of resurrection and judg-
ment through his signs and their accompanying discourses.

Acted Parables and Performative Discourses

One aspect that distinguishes John’s Gospel from the Synoptics is absence of 
a parable discourse. Yet, this hardly means that it is devoid of parables (e.g., 
John 2:19; 3:8; 9:4; 11:9, 10; 12:24). Given the range of meaning παραβολή 
bears throughout the LXX to translate māšāl, it is reasonable to identify 
Jesus’ discourses in John’s Gospel as entailing proverbial, paradoxical, and 
riddle-like sayings as parables, even if παραβολή occurs nowhere in the Gospel, 
though a synonym, ἡ παροιμία, does occur (10:6; 16:25, 29).18 For example, 
the evangelist essentially tells readers that Jesus’ saying, “Destroy this temple 
and in three days I will raise it up” (2:19-22), is a riddle, an enigma laden 
with significance designed to provoke response. Likewise, John portrays 
Jesus’ miracles as signs (σημεῖα) that analogically signify realities of greater 
significance. Both Jesus’ signs and the discourses that enshroud them are 
parabolic, for both portray heavenly things with earthly analogies (3:12-13).

Thus, each of Jesus’ seven signs are acted parables that display his glory.19 
Characterizing the series of signs is their escalating clarity of meaning, pub-
lished knowledge, and provocative incitement of opposition that eventuates 
in Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion. Of particular signification are Jesus’ third, 
sixth, and seventh signs which entail performative acts and discourses that 
reveal his divine authority to enact the powers of the last day as he brings 
judgment and raising the dead forward in dramatic representative acts to 
foreshadow the greater acts forthcoming in his crucifixion and resurrection 
which bring near powers of the last day.
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In John’s Gospel Jesus’ signs and accompanying discourses have perfor-
mative functions that his parables have in the Synoptic Gospels. For as he 
speaks to the crowds with parables “in order that while seeing they might 
not see and while hearing they might not hear” (Mark 4:11-12; cf. Matt 
13:12; Luke 8:10), so Jesus performs his signs “in order to fulfill the word of 
the prophet Isaiah... ‘he has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts in 
order that they might not see with their eyes and understand with the heart 
and turn and I would heal them’” ( John 12:37-40; Isa 6:10). 

Jesus purposefully performs his third sign on a Sabbath day, healing the 
man who had become lame apparently on account of sin (5:14), to constrict 
responses to two, either belief in him as God’s Son or unbelieving opposi-
tion. So, on the Sabbath Jesus commands the invalid of thirty-eight years, 
“Arise!” (ἔγειρε, 5:8), signifying by way of miracle his greater authority to 
raise the dead just as the Father does, which he asserts in the subsequent 
discourse (ἐγείρει, 5:21; cf. 12:1, 9, 17).20 By raising the invalid to restore 
in the earthly realm what sin, decadence, and death had destroyed, Jesus 
signifies his authority both in the heavenly realm to raise the dead on the 
last day and even now to give life to people imprisoned by sin’s dark tomb. 
By performing this healing on a Sabbath Jesus equates himself with the 
Father who “works until now” (5:17) to draw attention to the fact that he is 
restoring the Sabbath of creation (Gen 1:31) by rescuing the created order 
from the ravages of the curse as the Light from the eschatological Sabbath 
already pierces the darkness. As Creator, Jesus has authority to give life as 
the Father has ( John 5:21; cf. 1:1-4).

Only the Creator and Lord of the Sabbath, who “works until now” (5:17), 
has authority to give life and to raise the dead. It is against this backdrop 
that Jesus utters his riddle in John 5:21-29. Thus, Jesus’ saying, “the hour is 
coming and now is,” expresses well the overlapping of the first creation and 
the new, for the new creation begins while the old continues until the old 
meets its end on the last day.21 (More on the discourse that accompanies 
Jesus’ third sign will resume in the next section.)

As Jesus performs the third sign on the Sabbath to signify new creation’s 
dawn and arrival of the last day’s verdicts, he dramatizes the same with the 
sixth and seventh signs. Three elements within the initial paragraphs of the 
sixth and seventh signs situate them as dramatized parables.22 First, Jesus’ 
preparatory dialogues with his disciples feature their impaired vision, seeing 
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sin as the universal cause of every particular malady as in the case of the 
man born blind (9:1-2), and their impaired hearing, failing to grasp Jesus’ 
figurative portrayal of death as sleep from which he will awaken Lazarus 
(11:11-14). It is noteworthy that the narrative concerning the sixth sign 
concludes with another conversation about the blindness, sin, and guilt of 
Jesus’ accusatory opponents (cf. 9:39-41). Second, both narratives signal 
that the signs are acted parables by Jesus’ announcing to his disciples that 
he acts in both as occasions for displaying the glory of God’s Son. The case 
of the man born blind presents itself with purpose, “in order that the works 
of God may be displayed in him” (ἵνα φανερωθῇ τὰ ἔργα τοῦ θεοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ, 
9:3), and Lazarus’ illness will not terminate in death but is for God’s glory, 
“in order that the Son of God may be glorified through it” (ἵνα δοξασθῇ ὁ 
υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ διʼ αὐτῆς, 11:4). A third element that confirms signs six and 
seven as performed parables is Jesus’ accompanying spoken parables which 
figuratively feature him as the light that shines in the dark world, reprising the 
first announcement on the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles (8:12).23 It is 
evident that the two sayings have riddle-like qualities. The second recalls the 
first and both recall the temporal theme—“my hour has not yet come”—and 
the accompanying temporal duality theme—“an hour is coming and now 
is.” Thus, both accent the temporal nearness of the end of Jesus’ mission, the 
urgency of completing his work, and the night of darkness that awaits him 
in Jerusalem but also awaits his disciples once he, their light leaves them. 
For he speaks parabolically:

“As long as it is day, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is coming, 
when no one can work. While I am in the world, I am the light of the world” (9:4-5).
“Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime will 
not stumble, for they see by this world’s light. It is when a person walks at night 
that they stumble, for they have no light” (11:9-10).

Because Jesus intends by way of a sign to disclose his divine authority to 
raise the dead he delays his arrival in Bethany until after Lazarus’ death and 
burial. Then he announces and dramatizes with acted parable a foretoken of 
the last day which foreshadows his own resurrection forthcoming within a few 
days.24 Thus, he says, “Your brother will rise again” (11:23). Martha replies, 
“I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (11:24). 
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But to make the point utterly clear that he is the embodiment of resurrection 
and eternal life, Jesus announces, “I am the resurrection and the life.”25 To this 
he adds a paradoxical riddle—“the one who believes in me, even though he 
dies, he shall live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die, 
ever” (11:25-26). Again, Jesus uses a strong affirmative expressed by negation, 
“shall never die, ever” (οὐ μὴ ἀποθάνῃ εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα, 11:25), which by litotes 
means “shall assuredly live forever.” 

By virtue of his signs accompanied with discourses Jesus’ mission as God’s 
incarnate Son is a divine performative drama designed to provoke conflict that 
climaxes with his death which paradoxically is his glory. For the conquest Jesus’ 
zealous opponents are confident they win by crucifying him is the glorious 
fulfillment of the mission he was sent to accomplish. “Jesus’ death is John’s 
peripeteia, the falsification of expectation; ‘the end comes as expected, but 
not in the manner expected.’ The crucifixion is part of Jesus’ glorification.”26 
Thus, after repeatedly revealing himself unambiguously as God’s Son, eliciting 
belief and confirming adversarial unbelief, Jesus withdraws from opponents 
who would seize him, dramatizing that divine judgment is already coming 
upon them in advance of the last day (cf. 6:15; 7:30, 44; 8:20). He even hides 
himself to conceal the light from them as a performative act to warn and to 
signify that they already stand condemned (8:59; 12:36).

So, after Jesus announces to his disciples, “The hour has come that the 
Son of Man is to be glorified” (12:23), and prays, “Father glorify your name” 
(12:28), the voice from heaven which responds—“I have glorified it, and I 
will glorify it again”—is fittingly unintelligible to Jesus’ opponents who hear 
it. Its unintelligibility signifies impending divine judgment (cf. Isa. 28:11), 
which Jesus announces: “This voice came not for me but for you. Now is the 
judgment of this world. Now the ruler of this world will be cast out. And I, 
if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself ” (12:30-32). 
Failure to decipher the sound from heaven does not restrain the crowd from 
passing judgment upon Jesus, for they know that “lifted up” figuratively 
portrays crucifixion as his destined death, which confirms for them that he 
is not Messiah (12:34). After warning, “Walk while you have the Light, lest 
darkness apprehends you” (12:35; cf. 1:5), Jesus aptly left them and as a 
dramatic act to signify their condemnation he hid himself from them (ἐκρύβη 
ἀπ’ αὐτῶν, 12:36; cf. 8:59). Thus, Jesus sums up the paradox of his mission: 
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I, the Light, have come into the world in order that the one who believes in 
me might not remain in darkness. If anyone hears my words and does not keep 
them, I do not judge him, for I did not come in order to condemn the world, but 
that the world might be saved. The one who rejects me and does not receive my 
words has one who judges him; the word which I have spoken, that will judge 
him in the Last Day (12:46-48). 

Jesus’ hiding and his performative saying that climaxes his signs as drama-
tized parables announces the foretoken of the divine verdict yet to be issued 
in the last day as already present. With the advent of the Light, God’s Son, 
justification and condemnation already arrive in their initial phases, for 
eternal life and wrath have come with him.

Resurrection of Life and Resurrection of Condemnation

Now it is necessary to return to Jesus’ discourse that ensues in the wake of his 
third sign. Because Jesus is the incarnate Son of God, the Father authorizes 
him to have “life in himself ” in order to bestow life of the coming age to 
whomever he desires and to set in motion the coming judgment.

For just as the Father raises the dead and gives life, in the same manner also the 
Son gives life to whom he desires. For the Father judges no one, but has given 
all judgment to the Son, in order that all may honor the Son even as they honor 
the Father. The one who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father 
who sent him.

Truly, truly, I say to you that the one who hears my word and believes him who 
sent me has eternal life and does not come into condemnation, but has passed 
from death to life. Truly, truly, I say to you that an hour is coming and now is 
when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live. 
For just as the Father has life in himself in the same manner he has granted the 
Son to have life in himself. And he has given him authority to judge because he 
is the Son of Man. Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming in which all who 
are in tombs will hear his voice and they will come out, those who have done 
good to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection 
of condemnation ( John 5:21-29).27
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This passage poses three pairs of riddles. Most notable is Jesus’ claim that the 
future is present: “The hour is coming and now is.” Second is the arresting 
claim, “the dead will hear.” Third is the more complex juxtaposition of two 
theological assertions that seem discordant: “the one who believes ... has 
eternal life (v. 24) correlated with “those who did good will come forth to the 
resurrection of life” (v. 29). These three pairs of riddles correlate rhetorically 
in the form of oxymoron or paradox.

Jesus means that, as God’s Son who comes from above, he already brings 
forward and sets in motion things that properly belong to the last day, 
including judgment, salvation, eternal life, resurrection, justification, and 
condemnation. He brings first phases of these forward from the last day into 
the present (6:39, 40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:48). As John’s narrative unfolds Jesus 
associates possession of eternal life with justification. He makes this association 
emphatic in three ways. First, he emphasizes his saying with a solemn intro-
duction—“Truly, truly, I say to you” (ἀμὴν, ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, 5:24a). Second, 
he makes his saying emphatic by using litotes—“The one who hears my word 
and believes in the one who sent me has eternal life and does not come into 
condemnation” (καὶ εἰς κρίσιν οὐκ ἔρχεται, 5:24b)—which is an emphatic 
inverse way of saying “is assuredly justified already.”28 Third, Jesus emphasizes 
his performative saying by adding “but has passed from death into life” (ἀmὰ 
μεταβέβηκεν ἐκ τοῦ θανάτου εἰς τὴν ζωήν, 5:24c). By flanking “does not come 
into condemnation” on either side with “has eternal life” and “has passed 
from death to life,” Jesus essentially indicates that to receive the life he now 
gives from himself is tantamount to receiving the divine verdict of the last 
day already, namely, justification, which he later designates “resurrection of 
life.” The divine gift of eternal life is God’s performative-declarative speech-
act of justification.

The believer already experiences qualitative aspects of eternal life of the 
coming age, for even now the believer has crossed over from death to life. This 
strongly affirms that the powers of the coming hour are already active though 
not exhaustively nor in final form, for Jesus also speaks of resurrection and 
judgment yet to come, entailing everyone who does evil or good (5:29). All 
who already hear and believe are those who, in the hour that is coming, will 
hear from within their tombs signified by the raising of Lazarus (11:43-44), 
and will emerge unto the resurrection of life never to die again (5:28-29). 
Passage from death to life now is a harbinger of the resurrection of life in the 
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hour that is coming. Jesus’ giving of life now is a foretaste, a promise of the 
consummate resurrection of life on the last day. Thus, the gift of eternal life 
serves as the sign and seal of justification, a foretoken of the divine verdict 
of acquittal on the last day.

Eternal life properly belongs to the coming age from which Christ, “the 
eternal life” who was with the Father (1 John 1:2), came already to raise 
spiritually dead people by the power of his Word through the gospel with 
assurance that he will come again to consummate resurrection by bringing 
forth the same individuals from their tombs unto the resurrection of life in 
the last day. Because God’s Son has “life in himself ” and “gives life to whom 
he will” ( John 5:26, 22), he guarantees, “Whoever feeds on my flesh and 
drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” 
(6:54). Assurance that everyone to whom the Son now gives eternal life he 
will raise them up (ἀναστήσω αὐτὸν τῇ ἐσχάτῃ ἡμέρᾳ) on the last day belongs 
exclusively to all who continue to feed on Christ who is the only source of 
eternal life. Perseverance in Jesus Christ links the now and yet to come as 
inseparable phases of eternal life and resurrection so that in the last day only 
“those who have done good” will be raised unto eternal life (5:29).

Though J. V. Fesko properly affirms the unitary indivisibility of resurrec-
tion and judgment, even as in a single act, he fumbles the contrast between 
ἀνάστασις ζωῆς and ἀνάστασις κρίσεως in 5:29. While he correctly takes 
ἀνάστασις ζωῆς, “resurrection of life,” as God’s verdict not God’s act of judgment, 
Fesko misreads ἀνάστασις κρίσεως as the divine act of judgment not God’s 
verdict because he misconstrues κρίσις (5:24 & 29) as “judgment” rather than 
as “condemnation.”29 Consequently, on the basis of his miscue on John 5:29, 
Fesko embraces an over-realized view of judgment that resembles Bultmann’s 
reading of John’s Gospel more than Bavinck’s and the traditional confessions 
with regard to final judgment.30 Because Fesko claims that “knowledge of 
the final outcome of history” is already known because it is “rooted ... in 
inaugurated eschatology,” he over-reaches to claim, “Given the inbreaking 
of the eschaton, the resurrection is not the penultimate step before the final 
judgment but instead is the final judgment in that it visibly reveals what has 
come with the first advent of Christ” for both the righteous and the wicked.31 
Though Fesko asserts this inflated claim, he does not fully side with Bultmann. 
For, though he believes that Christ’s advent eliminates last day judgment for 
believers, he does not accept the notion that the already swallows up the not 
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yet of the last day. Even so, he adds another misstep to his insistence that 
believers will not at all pass through the divine act of judgment on the last 
day; he claims they “are spared judgment according to works.”32

However, the fact that Jesus features resurrection of life and resurrection 
of condemnation as two antithetical divine verdicts of last day judgment in 
John 5:28-29 without explicitly mentioning the act of final judgment hardly 
means that judgment which accompanies Christ’s first advent eliminates 
judgment on the last day for all who are in Christ Jesus, including their 
being recompensed “according to their works.” Otherwise, why would Jesus 
specifically assert that all who are in the graves will hear the Son’s voice and 
“will come out, those who have done good things unto the resurrection of life, 
and those who have practiced evil things unto the resurrection of condemna-
tion”? Clearly, Jesus’ statement in 5:29 does not contradict what Scripture 
universally declares, that God will recompense each person κατὰ τὰ ἔργα 
αὐτοῦ (cf. Ps 61:13; Prov 24:12; Rom 2:6; 2 Cor 11:15; 2 Tim 4:14; Rev 
2:23; 20:12-13; cf. Matt 25:31-46). 

Inseparable are Jesus’ authority to raise the dead and to judge them. This is 
evident in the way he introduces the two into his discourse: “For just as the 
Father raises the dead and makes them alive, so also the Son makes alive whom-
ever he wishes. For the Father judges no one, but he entrusts all judgment to 
the Son” (5:21-22). Thus, Jesus reinforces the inseparability of resurrection 
and judgment when he repeats the essence of vv. 21-22 and inserts it between 
his sayings concerning resurrection now and not yet, in John 5:26-27. He says, 
“For just as the Father has life in himself, so also he has entrusted the Son to 
have life in himself, and he has entrusted to him to execute judgment because 
he is Son of Man.”33 Nowhere in the context does Jesus join resurrection and 
judgment more indivisibly than in vv. 28-29: “Wonder not at this because the 
hour is coming in which all who are in their tombs will hear his voice and they 
will come out, those who have done good things unto the resurrection of life, 
but those who have done evil things unto the resurrection of condemnation.”34 
When Jesus speaks of the last day by setting “resurrection of life” over against 
“resurrection of condemnation,” in effect he merges resurrection and judg-
ment, for both those who doers of good and evildoers.35 Jesus presents last 
day resurrection as more than preparing its recipients for undergoing divine 
judgment.36 He presents resurrection in that day as the respective verdicts 
of judgment—eternal life or condemnation—that already begins when the 
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dead hear the voice of the Son of God through the proclamation of the gospel. 
For those who hear the Son’s word and believe the Father who sent him, 
to pass from death to life is God’s foretoken verdict of last day justification 
expressed by way of litotes, “does not come into condemnation” (5:24). This 
present verdict is inviolably of a piece with the final verdict in the last day, 
“resurrection of life.” Likewise, for those who hear the Son’s word but do not 
obey the Son, dwelling under condemnation—“the wrath of God remains 
on him”—is God’s foretoken verdict of last day condemnation expressed by 
way of litotes—“shall not see life” (“shall most certainly perish,” 3:36). Again, 
this present verdict is inviolably of a piece with the final verdict in the last day 
“resurrection of condemnation.”

Justification without Δικαιόω or Δικαίωσις

Juxtaposition of “resurrection of life” and “resurrection of condemnation” 
calls for some consideration of John’s of the δικ- word group which is sparse 
within the Gospel. Never do δικαιόω or δικαίωσις occur while twice δικαιοσύνη 
does within a single context referring to the Paraclete who will “convict the 
world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” ( John 16:8-10). 
The adjective δίκαιος occurs three times in John’s Gospel, twice to describe 
judgment (ἡ κρίσις ἡ ἐμὴ δικαία ἐστίν, 5:30; τὴν δικαίαν κρίσιν κρίνετε, 7:24) 
and once in Jesus’ prayer, “righteous Father” (πάτερ δίκαιε, 17:25). One other 
use of a δικ- stem word is in 7:18, ἀδικία.37

Absence of δικαιόω or δικαίωσις from John’s Gospel accounts for relative 
silence concerning the concept of justification among Johannine scholars.38 
Brief passing comments are common as in C. K. Barrett’s observations on 
John 3:18, “The present verse may be regarded as a statement of the negative 
aspect of the doctrine of justification by faith. The believer (though a sinner) 
does not come under condemnation.”39 Again, on εἰς κρίσιν οὐκ ἔρχεται 
(5:24), he fleetingly observes, “The thought is closely akin to the Pauline 
doctrine of justification, according to which the believer does indeed come 
into judgment but leaves the court acquitted.”40 Similarly, on ὁ πιστεύων εἰς 
αὐτὸν οὐ κρίνεται (3:18), D. A. Carson comments, “Although John does not 
explicitly appeal to Paul’s ‘justification by faith’ doctrine, the substance of the 
matter is found here.”41 On εἰς κρίσιν οὐκ ἔρχεται (5:24), he echoes Barrett: 
“The idea is virtually indistinguishable from the negative component of Paul’s 
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doctrine of justification: the believer does not come to the final judgment, 
but leaves the court already acquitted.”42

John’s passages call for greater attention. Additionally, where scholars do 
acknowledge that John’s wording is akin to Paul’s doctrine of justification, 
they regard it as a simple negative (“not condemned”) of Paul’s positive doc-
trine (“justified”).43 It is surprising that they do not take note of the Fourth 
Gospel’s use of litotes in “the one who believes on him is not condemned” 
(ὁ πιστεύων εἰς αὐτὸν οὐ κρίνεται, 3:18) and “the one who hears ... and believes 
... does not come into condemnation” (ὁ ἀκούων καὶ πιστεύων ... εἰς κρίσιν 
οὐκ ἔρχεται, 5:24). This silence is remarkable given the frequency of litotes 
in John’s Gospel, which not a few scholars, including Carson, point out in 
other places within the Gospel.44  

If litotes occurs in 3:18 and in 5:24, then John’s Gospel contributes more 
concerning the “doctrine of justification” than ordinarily recognized. For 
what John affirms in these two passages is not simply that believers “are not 
condemned” or “do not come into condemnation.” Rather, by way of litotes 
these affirmations exploit the emphatic use of understatement to affirm the 
positive by negating its opposite. So Jesus is emphatically affirming that his 
coming brings forward the verdict of the last day so that already the verdict 
of justification is being announced through the gospel to everyone who 
believes in him.

Jesus announces, “And this is the verdict: the Light came into the world, 
and people loved darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds were evil” 
( John 3:19). So, in Christ, God already brings judgment to bear upon the 
world. The divine verdict of the last day is in, for the gospel is God’s announce-
ment of his verdict ahead of the coming day of resurrection and judgment. 
As the cross of Christ Jesus portrays judgment’s condemnation on that 
impending last day, so his vacated tomb depicts the last day’s resurrection 
of life. Judgment, God’s wrath upon Christ on the cross condemned for 
others, and resurrection, God’s vindicating him by raising him from the 
tomb, constitute the in-breaking of God’s last day acts into the present age, 
both now bestowed to Christ’s believers in anticipation of the age to come.

Therefore, according to John’s Gospel, as Jesus proclaims the good news 
of the kingdom, he announces in advance the two verdicts of God’s final 
judgment—“resurrection of life” and “resurrection of condemnation” ( John 
5:29). So, “not condemned” and eternal life already belong to everyone 
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united with the Son of God through belief. All the blessings and powers of 
the coming age which we already foretaste are secured by Christ’s crucifixion 
and resurrection. Everyone who believes in God’s Son stands justified already 
in advance for already they have eternal life ahead of the last day. On the other 
hand, everyone who does not believe in God’s Son stands condemned already 
(3:18, 36). “The one who disobeys the Son shall not see life” (ὁ ἀπειθῶν τῷ 
υἱῷ οὐκ ὄψεται ζωήν, 3:36), by way of litotes effectively means “shall most 
assuredly see death” or “shall certainly perish” in the coming age. Yet, God’s 
last day verdict of wrath is not remote, for already it remains upon the dis-
obedient (3:36). Advance announcement of these two verdicts—justified 
or condemned—is gracious because, while the criterion of God’s judgment 
now is inviolable and will not change in the last day, God has not yet issued 
his final verdict concerning each individual.45 Rather, announcement of 
the final verdict awaits the coming day while God mercifully proclaims the 
inauguration of eternal life made effective for everyone who believes in his 
Son. For through the proclamation of the gospel, God beckons all to obey 
his Son in order to receive eternal life, the receipt of which is justification, 
the inverse of condemnation (3:31-36). So, in the gospel God graciously 
foreshadows his last day verdict of judgment, either resurrection of life or 
resurrection of condemnation. In this way the coming of God’s Son renders 
the final verdict inviolable.

Conclusion

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 
was God. This one was in the beginning with God.” John designs his whole 
Gospel to flow from these words because every act Jesus performs and every 
word he speaks are God’s deeds and words. Thus, the Fourth Gospel aptly 
introduces God’s Son as the Word, God’s creative Word. For as in the begin-
ning everything that was made came into existence through the Word, so 
also now, new creation already begins through the same Word who became 
flesh, as a human dwelling among humans, as the light of life shining in sin’s 
darkness. For the Word’s incarnation brings his heavenly glory down to earth 
and his powers of the last day forward. While the Word’s glory and powers of 
the last day are displayed through each of his signs and their accompanying 
discourses, the convergence of his glory and last day powers are most fully 
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displayed in his crucifixion and resurrection to which Jesus’ signs point. 
Here, divine judgment and resurrection are not only dramatically portrayed 
but also historically enacted. Heaven’s just verdict issues forth in Christ’s 
crucifixion and resurrection, for his incarnation already brings forward the 
two verdicts that will be issued on the last day, either resurrection of life or 
resurrection of condemnation. 

Thus, the Word who was with God and came from heaven presents himself 
as “the Resurrection and the Life” and as one to whom the Father has given 
authority to judge in order that all might honor him by believing in him. 
Because he has authority to impart life to whomever he desires, to everyone 
who hears his word and believes the One who sent him, Jesus already enacts 
the powers of the coming last day both to impart life to the spiritually dead 
and already to commence judgment upon all who do not believe in him.

So, God’s Son came not to condemn the world but to present himself as 
bread from heaven, the very source of eternal life. Yet, because the true Light 
now shines in the darkness exposing the works of darkness, judgment issues 
from his presence. His incarnation brings the last day verdict of justification 
to all who believe but brings the last day verdict of condemnation to remain 
upon everyone who disobeys by unbelief. So, just as Jesus Christ already 
gives eternal life to the dead who hear his voice ahead of the last day, so also, 
ahead of time Jesus announces the verdict of the last day, that those who do 
not believe in the Son already stand condemned while those who believe in 
him already stand not condemned, which is to say, they are already assuredly 
justified (3:18). And the gift of eternal life which is already theirs is the sign 
and seal of justification, God’s assuring foretoken of his acquitting verdict, 
resurrection of life on the last day. 

1 Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (vol. II; trans. Kendrick Grobel; New York: Scribners, 
1955), 35. He states that resurrection and judgment take “place in the response of men to the word of Jesus” 
(2.38). He explains, “This means that the earlier naïve eschatology of Jewish Christianity and Gnosticism 
has been abandoned, certainly not in favour of a spiritualising of the eschatological process to become a 
process within man’s soul, but in favour of a radical understanding of Jesus’ appearance as the eschatological 
event. This event puts an end to the old course of the world. As from now on there are only believers and 
unbelievers, so that there are also now only saved and lost, those who have life and those who are in death. 
This is because the event is grounded in the love of God, that love which gives life to faith, but which must 
become judgement in the face of unbelief” (The Gospel of John: A Commentary [trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964; Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1971], 155).
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2 Bultmann, Gospel of John, 258.
3 Ibid., 259.
4 Ibid., 155. 
5 Ernst Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of Chapter 17 (trans. Gerhard 

Krodel; London: SCM, 1968), 75. 
6 Herman Bavinck, The Last Things: Hope for This World and the Next (trans. John Vriend; trans. John Bolt; 

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996), 138-139. Bavinck further explains, “The first time, to be sure, Jesus came 
on earth, not to judge the world, but to save it ( John 3:17; 12:47). Still, immediately at his appearance he 
produced a judgment (krisis) whose purpose and result is that those who do not see can see and that those 
who see may become blind (3:18, 20; 9:39). As Son of Man Jesus continually exercises judgment when 
to those who believe already he grants eternal life here on earth and allows the wrath of God to continue 
to rest on those who do not believe (3:36; 5:32-38). Undoubtedly there is, therefore, an internal spiritual 
judgment at work, a crisis that is realized from generation to generation. It is an immanent judgment this 
side of the Beyond that takes place in the consciences of human beings. Here on earth faith and unbelief 
already bear their fruit and bring their reward. Just as faith is followed by justification and peace with God, 
so unbelief leads to a progressive darkening of the mind and hardening of the heart and a yielding to all 
kinds of unrighteousness” (pp. 138-139).

7 He argues, “In any case vv. 28f. have been added by the editor, in an attempt to reconcile the dangerous 
statements in vv. 24f. with traditional eschatology. Both the source and the Evangelist see the eschatological 
event in the present proclamation of the word of Jesus. Yet the popular eschatology, which is so radically 
swept aside by such a view, is reinstated in vv. 28f. The editor corrects the Evangelist by this simple addition, 
so that it is difficult to say how he thought the statements in vv. 24f. could be reconciled with it.” (The Gospel 
of John, 261).

8 Concerning John 5:28-29, C. H. Dodd correctly defends its authenticity, for there is no hint that these 
verses were editorially added to the original text (Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel [Cambridge: 
University Press, 1953], 147-48).

9 Andreas J. Köstenberger, A Theology of John’s Gospel and Letters (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 468-
469. Köstenberger acknowledges that Rudolf Bultmann rightly identifies that Jesus’ activity as “Revealer 
of God,” whose unitary advent ( John 3:19; 9:39) and departure (12:31), is the eschatological event, “the 
judgment of the world.”

10 Ibid., 469.
11 Cf. W. Robert Cook, “Eschatology in John’s Gospel,” Criswell Theological Review 3 (1988): 83.
12 Cf. Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1930; Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Book House, 1979), 261.
13 As will be argued in this essay, a crucial interpretive decision must be made concerning uses of the verb 

κρίνω and the noun ἡ κρίσις throughout John 3:17-19 and within 5:19-29. For even though these terms may 
refer either to the act of judgment or to the verdict of judgment, their uses within these two contexts do not allow 
individual uses of the words simultaneously to bear equivocating senses as some inattentively read them. Each 
use refers either to the act of judgment or to the verdict of judgment but not to both at the same time.
Within 3:17-19, given the contrasting destinies of those who believe in God’s Son and those who do not 
believe, situated by the stark contrast expressed in 3:16 (μὴ ἀπόληται ἀI’ ἔχῃ ζωὴν αἰώνιον), it is apparent 
that both κρίνω and κρίσις, in 3:17-19, do not refer to the act of judgment but to the verdict of judgment. 
Hence, “For the Father did not send the Son into the world in order to condemn the world but that the world 
might be saved through him. The one who believes does not come into condemnation, but the one who does 
not believe is already condemned because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this 
is the verdict: that the Light has come into the world and the people loved the darkness rather than the 
Light, for their deeds were evil.”
Within 5:19-29, it seems apparent that the general statement of v. 22 uses both κρίνω and ἡ κρίσις with 
reference to the act of judgment, thus “to judge” and “the act of judgment,” respectively. Hence, “The Father 
judges no one, but has handed over all judgment to the Son.” Likewise, in 5:27, use of ἡ κρίσις in καὶ ἐξουσίαν 
ἔδωκεν αὐτῷ κρίσιν ποιεῖν undoubtedly refers to “the act of judgment.” Hence, “And he has given him [the 
Son] authority to carry out judgment because he is the Son of Man.” Yet, because ἀνάστασις κρίσεως stands 
antithetically to ἀνάστασις ζωῆς, in 5:29, here κρίσις must refer to the negative verdict of judgment, as in 
“the resurrection of condemnation” in contrast to “the resurrection of life.”

14 Litotes is a form of understatement that is stronger than meiosis. It is a figure of speech that entails an 
emphatic use of understatement to affirm a positive truth by negating its opposite. For example, John the 
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Baptist’s statement, “for he gives the Spirit without measure” (3:34), is an emphatic way of saying, “for he 
gives the Spirit lavishly.” Here is a sampling of litotes within John’s Gospel.
3:18 “Whoever believes in him is not condemned.” 
3:34 “for he gives the Spirit without measure.”
3:36 “whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life.”
4:14 “whoever drinks from the water which I will give to him shall never thirst, ever.”
5:24 “He does not come into condemnation, but has passed from death to life.”
6:35 “shall never hunger . . . shall never thirst.”
6:37 “I will never cast out.”
6:50 “shall not die”
8:37 “My word has no place in you.”
8:40 “This Abraham did not do.”
8:51 “If anyone keeps my word, he will never see death, ever!”
10:28 “they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand.”
11:26 “everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die, ever.”
15:20 “a slave is not greater than his master.”
19:12 “If you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar.”

15 As Marianne Meye Thompson points out, it is necessary to acknowledge that there “is a difference between 
‘resurrection’ and ‘life,’ which one can see in John 5, where two statements are made about the life-giving 
work of the Son.” After citing 5:25 & 28, she properly states, “According to these passages, the dead hear the 
voice of the Son of God and live; but those who are in the graves come out to resurrection. The statement in 
5:25 describes a present reality—the hour is ‘now here,’ when those who hear the voice of the Son of God 
may participate in God’s life, while the statement in 5:28 portrays a reality yet in the future, namely, the 
resurrection” (“The Raising of Lazarus in John 11,” in The Gospel of John and Christian Theology [eds. Richard 
Bauckham and Carl Mosser; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008], 239-240). 

16 On the significance of the spatial distinction between the “above” and the “below” (3:31; 8:23; 19:11) or 
the “heavenly” and the “earthly” (3:12-13, 27, 31; 6:31-58) for understanding symbolism in John’s Gospel, 
see Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community (Minneapolis, MN: For-
tress, 1995), 1ff; R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress, 1983), 200-202. Cf. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (9th printing 
1975; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1948), 355, and G. E. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (revised 
ed. 1993; ed. Donald Hagner (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 259-272. See also Robert Kysar, John: 
The Maverick Gospel (revised edition 1993; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1976), 58-77.

17 This is not to suggest that John the Baptist had such an understanding when he announced, “Look! The 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” ( John 1:29). An echo of Ex 34:9 LXX (καὶ ἀφελεῖς σὺ 
τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν καὶ τὰς ἀνομίας ἡμῶν) seems plausible in the Baptist’s declaration, “Behold, the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (ἴδε ὁ ἀμνὸς τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ αἴρων τὴν ἁμαρτίαν τοῦ κόσμου, John 1:29). 
The cognates, αἴρω and ἀπαιρέω, are evident. Cf. D. A. Carson, “Adumbrations of Atonement Theology in 
the Fourth Gospel,” JETS 57 (2014): 518-519.

18 Cf. Friedrich Hauck, “παραβολή,” TDNT 5.744-761.
19 Concerning Jesus’ signs as acted parables see D. A. Carson’s comments on the first and seventh signs (John, 

172, 414). What I mean and what Carson means by “acted parable” is not what Herman Ridderbos rejects 
when he states, “Miracle is neither parabolic story nor symbolic action” (Gospel of John, 100). Ridderbos’ 
immediately preceding sentence is instructive, for he states, “Any suggestion that in the Fourth Gospel 
one can separate ‘flesh’ and ‘glory,’ history and revelation, violates the most specific aspect of that Gospel’s 
character.” That Ridderbos does not object to acknowledging that Jesus’ miracles were “acted parables” is 
apparent when he observes that “a distinctive of the Fourth Gospel is its repeated linking of miracles with 
lengthy conversations focused on the meaning of the miracles in the framework of Jesus’ self-revelation 
as the Christ, the Son of God (so chs. 5, 6, 9, and 11). If one fails to see that connection and hence also 
the deeper spiritual significance of the miracles, the one has not ‘see’ the signs (6:26), and faith that rests 
solely on miracle ‘as such’ has fundamentally forfeited its claim to that name (cf. e.g., 2:23ff; 3:2 with 3:1f; 
4:48)” (pp. 100-101). See also Craig L. Blomberg, “The Miracles as Parables,” Gospel Perspectives, vol. 6: 
The Miracles of Jesus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1986), 327-359; idem, “New Testament Miracles and Higher 
Criticism: Climbing up the Slippery Slope,” JETS 27 (1984): 425-438.

20 Granted, there is verbal asymmetry here, for John 5:21 does not say that Jesus raises the dead but gives life 
( John T. Carroll, “Present and Future in Fourth Gospel ‘Eschatology,’” BTB 19 [1989]: 67). Indeed, Jesus 
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does not express the full symmetry within v. 21, for he intends to accent his bringing the resurrection forward 
from the last day. So, while the first clause of the comparative (“just as the Father raises the dead and gives 
them life”) focuses upon the Jews’ last day hope, the second clause (“so also the Son gives life to whomever 
he wishes”) prepares for Jesus’ oxymoron of vv. 25-29. However, three elements in the text seem to legitimate 
taking the symmetry further than Carroll acknowledges. First, is the deliberate use of the same verb in both 
5:8 & 21. Second, Jesus’ words “gives life to whomever he wishes” underscores his sovereign authority to give 
life to the dead. Third, his sayings in vv. 24-29 make it clear that Jesus intends his hearers to understand his 
comparative to extend to both “raise the dead” and “give life.” A fourth argument for my reading of the text 
may be added. The Fourth Gospel expressly connects Jesus’ claim of 5:21 to the raising of Lazarus from the 
dead. John even uses the same verb (ἐγείρε) to describe Jesus’ raising of Lazarus (cf. 12:1, 9, 17).

21 Cf. Francis J. Moloney, Signs and Shadows: Reading John 5-12 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1996), 4-19.
22 Concerning the sixth sign, Andreas J. Köstenberger suggests that “John 9:39-41 serves as a kind of inter-

pretive epilogue, transforming the preceding narrative into an acted parable with a message about sight 
and blindness in the spiritual realm” (John [BECNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2004], 295).

23 As a riddle, the wording in John 11:10—τὸ φῶς τοῦ κόσμου τούτου—entails double-entendre. At the earth-
bound level, this world’s light refers to the sun, but to all who have ears to hear, Jesus himself is this world’s 
light (cf. 8:12; 9:5). Thus, these two riddles that feature the light/darkness theme with its thematic varia-
tion as day/night signal the Son of Man’s approaching hour, which for him will be his glory as his mission 
reaches its completion but for his disciples will be a time of walking in darkness in the absence of his light. 
Cf. Ridderbos, The Gospel of John, 333-335 & 390-391; and Carson, The Gospel according to John, 362-363 & 
408-409.

24 As a riddle, the wording in John 11:10—τὸ φῶς τοῦ κόσμου τούτου—entails double-entendre. At the earth-
bound level, this world’s light refers to the sun, but to all who have ears to hear, Jesus himself is this world’s 
light (cf. 8:12; 9:5). Thus, these two riddles that feature the light/darkness theme with its thematic varia-
tion as day/night signal the Son of Man’s approaching hour, which for him will be his glory as his mission 
reaches its completion but for his disciples will be a time of walking in darkness in the absence of his light. 
Cf. Ridderbos, The Gospel of John, 333-335 & 390-391; and Carson, The Gospel according to John, 362-363 & 
408-409.

25 Whether “resurrection and life” is a pleonasm, with life simply clarifying without adding meaning to what 
is meant by resurrection, or if the two are complementary, the latter seems more likely. “It is natural to view 
the first as the corollary of ‘I am the Resurrection,’ and the second as the corollary of ‘I am the Life. Thus,  
(a) I am the resurrection—that is, the one who believes in me, even if he dies, will live.  
(b) I am the Life—that is, everyone who lives and believes in me will never die” ( J. Ramsey Michaels, The 
Gospel of John [NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010], 632). Cf.  Dodd, Interpretation of the Fourth 
Gospel, 365; Carson, The Gospel according to John, 413. Bultmann insists, “The two lines say the same thing, 
positively and negatively; by a paradoxical mode of sphere, for which human death and human life are 
only images and hints: the believer may suffer the earthly death, but he has ‘lie’ in a higher, in an ultimate 
sense. And for the man who tarries in the earthly life and is a believer, there is no death in an ultimate 
sense; death for him has become unreal” (Gospel of John, 403). Cf. Ridderbos, The Gospel of John, 396, n. 48.

26 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (paperback ed. 1987; Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress, 1983), 88.

27 The ESV translates κρίσις ( John 5:22, 24, 27, and 29) consistently as “judgment,” as though referring to 
the divine act of judgment, even though καὶ εἰς κρίσιν οὐκ ἔρχεται (5:24) and οἱ δὲ τὰ φαῦλα πράξαντες εἰς 
ἀνάστασιν κρίσεως (5:28) clearly denote condemnation, the divine verdict of judgment issuing from the act 
of judgment. Some appeal to 5:24 and 5:29 to claim that believers will not pass through divine judgment 
at all in the last day.

28 Cf. John’s “does not come into condemnation” in John 5:24 (cf. 5:29) with Paul’s “no condemnation” (Rom 
8:1). Both use litotes to affirm emphatically a positive truth by negating its opposite.

29 J. V. Fesko, Justification: Understanding the Classic Reformed Doctrine (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2008), 309-310, 312-316. 
30 Ibid., 318. Just as with John’s Gospel, Fesko misreads Herman Bavinck who states, “The resurrection and 

the last judgment are intimately associated as in a single act” (The Last Things: Hope for this World and the 
Next [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996], 132). Bavinck does not support Fesko’s claim, for he explains that 
while the NT represents judgment as appointed on a day or an hour, resurrection and judgment “are so 
comprehensive in scope that they are bound to take considerable time” (p. 132). 

31 Ibid., 310-311. Fesko explains, “At the second advent of Christ, the righteous, those who have been justified 
by faith alone, are instantaneously clothed in immortality; they receive a sōma pneumatikon. The wicked are 
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also raised but are naked; they still have a sōma psychikon; their condemned status is immediately evident. 
God need not utter a word, as the justified and condemned statuses of the righteous and the wicked are 
revealed through the resurrection, just as for Jesus.” Fesko’s inconsistency is evident in that here he takes 
ἀνάστασις κρίσεως as the verdict, divine condemnation of the wicked, which his sustained discussion on 
pp. 312-318 contradicts.

32 Ibid., 310. “This separation between the wicked and righteous accords with what we have already seen 
from John’s Gospel: ‘Those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil 
to the resurrection of judgment’ (5:29; Rev 11:18). Notice that Christ says that only the wicked are raised 
to judgment” (p. 316).

33 Here, “Son of Man” certainly echoes Dan 7:13-14, a context concerning dominion and judgment. The 
indefinite υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου likely functions not simply to indicate Jesus’ humanity but reference to the title 
in Daniel 7. Cf. Ridderbos, The Gospel of John, 200-201. The creation-consummation motif of John 5:1-30, 
brought to into view by way of the Sabbath controversy, may suggest the Son of Man is Adam’s eschato-
logical counterpart. See Margaret Pamment, “Son of Man in the Fourth Gospel,” JTS NS 36 (1985): 56-66. 
She argues that Jesus, as Son of Man, is Adam’s counterpart—“what man could and should be.” However, 
Pamment draws an unnecessary separation when she says, “It is therefore misleading to label ‘Son of Man’ 
a ‘Christological term’ since, unlike ‘Son of God’, it does not seek to distinguish Jesus’ unique nature or 
function, but defines the attributes of humanity which all men should exemplify” (p. 58). She has overdrawn 
the significance of the designation “Son of Man.”

34 In the clause, μὴ θαυμάζετε τοῦτο, ὅτι ἔρχεται ὥρα, the use of ὄτι is somewhat ambiguous. It could bear the 
sense “that” as in, “Wonder not at this, that the hour is coming…” Or it could have the sense “because” as 
in “Wonder not at this (which I just said) because the hour is coming...” If it is the latter, as accepted here, 
then τοῦτο refers to Jesus’ saying that the Son’s voice will raise the dead to judgment. Cf. Leon Morris, The 
Gospel according to John (NICNT; 3rd printing 1975; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1971), 321; and Carson, 
Gospel according to John, 248.

35 If Jesus stresses that resurrection already is the token of resurrection yet to come in the last day when all the 
dead will hear his voice, then the relationship between “those who hear and believe” now in response to 
the Son’s voice and “those who have done good” who come forth “unto the resurrection of life” calls for 
attention. The fact that Jesus identifies “those who hear and believe” as “those who have done good” poses 
theological difficulties for some. For example, Zane Hodges is concerned that some might read John 5:29 
“as expressing a doctrine of salvation by works” (“Problem Passages in the Gospel of John, Part 6: Those 
Who Have Done Good—John 5:28-29,” BibSac 136 [1979]: 158). Others attempt to resolve the apparent 
contradiction concerning reception of life by “those who hear and believe” and by “those who have done 
good” by arguing that “the lives they [believers] live form the test of the faith they profess” (Morris, The 
Gospel according to John, 322). Similarly, John T. Carroll explains the not yet resurrection as validation of the 
resurrection life already received by those who believe: “Faith which does not lead to following is therefore 
inadequate. ‘Abiding’ is the test of discipleship (see 8:31).’ For the disciples, therefore, present experience 
of eternal life calls for validation ‘on the last day’: faith in Jesus’ word is the work not of a moment but of 
a lifetime” (“Present and Future in Fourth Gospel ‘Eschatology,’” BTB 19 [1986]: 67). Likewise, Carson 
explains, “That believers who already experience eternal life must rise on the last day is not incoherent: 
their new resurrection-life existence will be the ratification and confirmation of the life and freedom from 
condemnation they already enjoy” (The Gospel according to John, 258). Cf. Köstenberger, John, 189-190. See 
also J. Ramsey Michaels, The Gospel of John (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010), 322.

Though the idea that resurrection in the Last Day validates persevering belief is commensurate with Jesus’ 
teaching, it seems less than fully adequate to explain the continuity between “those who hear and believe” 
and “those who have done good.” This is so because Jesus’ statements—“those who hear and believe” and 
“those who have done good things”—do not address how or on what basis they receive resurrection life. 
Rather, Jesus simply identifies who receives the life he gives. “Those who hear and believe” the voice of the 
Son of God who already come to life are identical with “those who have done good things” who will come 
forth unto the “resurrection of life.”

Furthermore, John 5:29 does not associate belief and doing good by treating the second simply as 
validation of the former. John’s Gospel identifies belief with obedience (cf. 3:26). In John’s Gospel belief 
and doing good do not stand in synthetic coordination but rather they are in organic correlation. This is 
evident in 3:19-21, for to believe is to “do the truth” and “the one who does the truth comes to the Light, in 
order that it may be evident that his deeds have been done by God.” Likewise, 6:27-29 indicates an organic 
correlation of belief and deeds: “Do not work for food that perishes but for food that endures unto eternal 



God’s Incarnate Son as the Embodiment of Last Day Resurrection: Eternal Life as Justification in John’s Gospel

87

life, which the Son of Man will give to you, for on  this one God the Father has placed his seal ... This is the 
work God requires, that you believe in that one whom he sent.” Similarly, John 8:39 organically correlates 
belief and deeds: “If you are Abraham’s seed, then do the works of Abraham” (cf. Urban C. Von Wahlde, 
“Faith and Works in Jn VI 28-29: Exegesis or Eisegesis?” NovT 22 [1980]: 304-315). These passages not 
only indicate that belief and works are in living correlation but also they stand together in vital relationship 
to God’s work. For whatever deed the believer does that may be counted good is so only because it derives 
from God’s work in the believer (3:21). So Jesus says, “As the branch is not able to bear fruit by itself if it 
does not remain in the vine, so neither can you if you do not remain in me” (15:4).

Therefore, the connection between the Son’s voice in the already resurrection when he raises “those who 
hear and believe” and in the not yet resurrection when he raises “those who have done good” is one that 
is entirely oriented to the life-giving voice of the Son. It is the Son’s creative voice that produces both the 
believing (represented under the imagery of hearing) and the doing of good that invariably characterizes 
all whom the Son will raise unto life in the last day.

36 Cf. the discussion of resurrection and judgment within Paul’s theology in Vos, The Pauline Eschatology, 261-
263. Vos notes, “In the resurrection there is already wrapped up a judging–process, at least for believers: 
the raising act in their case, together with the attending change, plainly involves a pronouncement of 
vindication. The resurrection does more than prepare its object for undergoing the judgment; it sets in 
motion and to a certain extent anticipates the issue of the judgment for the Christian” (p. 261).

37 Sometimes ἀδικία is translated as a noun—“in him there is no falsehood” (esv)—and sometimes as an 
adjective—“nothing false in him” (RSV, NRSV, NIV)—on the assumption that the adjective ἀληθής, in the 
clause οὗτος ἀληθής ἐστιν, bears the sense veracity contrasting with falsehood. More likely, however, ἀληθής 
is virtually synonymous with “good” (καλός) or “righteous” (δίκαιος), contrasted with the clause “there 
is no unrighteousness in him” (NASB95, NKJV). Cf. Geerhardus Vos, “‘True’ and ‘Truth’ in the Johannine 
Writings,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos (ed. Richard 
B. Gaffin; Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1980), 344.

38 Not so with Frédéric Louis Godet who cites H. Jacottet: “Here is justification by faith, and condemnation 
by unbelief” (Commentary on the Gospel of John, vol. 1 [New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1886], 397). Godet adds, 
“Now the Lord declares that the believer, being already introduced into eternal life, will not be subjected to 
an investigation of this kind. He will appear before the tribunal, indeed, according to Rom. xiv.10; 2 Cor. 
v.10, but to be recognized as saved and to receive his place in the kingdom (Matt. xx.v).”

39 C. K. Barrett, The Gospel according to St. John (London: SPCK, 1958), 181.
40 Ibid., 217. Barrett correctly observes that καὶ εἰς κρίσιν οὐκ ἔρχεται (5:24) does not mean that the believer 

will not face the divine act of judgment in the Last Day but that the believer will not come into condem-
nation. See note 8 above.

41 Carson, The Gospel according to John, 207.
42 Ibid., 256. Barrett expresses the matter more carefully than Carson does when he states, “the believer 

does indeed come into judgment but leaves the court acquitted” while Carson claims “the believer does 
not come to the final judgment, but leaves the court already acquitted.” Some may take Carson’s statement 
beyond his own intentions, for it seems to overstate his own case slightly, as though believers do not still 
face divine judgment in the Last Day. Despite his claim, Carson’s intention seems evident, for his point is 
that John 5:24 makes it clear that the believer passes unscathed through divine judgment in the last day.

43 In a trade book, Philip Eveson comments on John 3:18 and 5:24 observes, “This is the verdict, and the 
condemnation includes the wrath of God remaining upon that person ( John 3:36). The same truth is 
reiterated in John 5 where we are told that the one who receives God’s word through Jesus has eternal 
life ‘and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life’ (vv 22-24). This means that they 
are in a right legal position before God here and now through faith in Christ. The future judgment is 
not ignored as the following verses in John 5 indicate. It will ratify what is already a reality (vv 25-30).” 
“All this reminds us of Paul’s statement that ‘there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus’ (Romans 8:1). Justification is a verdict in the present that a person is not guilty and will not receive 
punishment. While Luke presents the positive side in Jesus’ teaching on justification (‘he went home 
justified’), John records discourses which focus on the negative side of the same truth (‘not condemned’ 
and ‘will not be condemned’).” See Eveson, The Great Exchange: Justification by Faith Alone in the Light of Recent 
Thought, (Bromley, Kent, England: Day One, 1996), 30.

44 For example, Carson comments on “I will never cast out” ( John 6:37), “Formally it is a ‘litotes’, a figure of 
speech in which something is affirmed by negating its contrary ... When Jesus says whoever comes to me I will 
never drive away, the affirmative that he is expressing in this fashion is often taken to mean ‘whoever comes 
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to me I will certainly welcome’... But in fact, the affirmation expressed by this litotes is rather different: 
‘whoever comes to me I will certainly keep in preserve’” (The Gospel according to John, 290). Cf. Alfred Plumer, 
The Gospel according to S. John (Cambridge Greek Testament for Schools; Cambridge: University Press, 1882), 
106. Though the example Plumer offers in John 3:19—“Men loved the darkness rather than the Light”—may 
be more properly identified as meiosis, he correctly points to 6:37 and 8:40 as examples of litotes. See also 
R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel 1-10 and 11-21 (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 
1942), 291, 1056, 1268. 

45 Gerald Borchert rightly observes, “The idea here then is not one of a possible projected condemnation 
for the unbeliever but the necessity of escaping an already existing condemnation” (John 1-11 [NAC, vol. 25a’ 
Nashville, TN: B&H, 1996], 185).
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In orthodox Christology, the priesthood of Christ has been a regular feature 
of Jesus’ messianic portrait. In Reformed circles, the munus triplex goes 
back to before Calvin.1 Likewise, when Jacob Arminius gave his doctoral 
sermon, his subject was none other than the priesthood of Christ.2 In the 
seventeenth century, debate swirled around the Socinians,3 who denied 
the earthly priesthood of Jesus, and evangelical scholars like John Owen, 
whose seven-volume commentary on Hebrews (with doctrinal excurses) 
all but exhausted the subject.4 Yet, in more recent centuries the priesthood 
of Christ, when it has not been ignored entirely, has been truncated and 
tersely treated by most systematic theologians.5 

A counter-example to this scholarly trend is the work of David M. Mof-
fitt. His monograph, Atonement and the Logic of Resurrection in the Epistle 
of Hebrews, makes a bold argument for making resurrection central to of 
Hebrews’ portrayal of Jesus’ priesthood.6 While this article does not stand 
in total agreement with his resurrection-centered approach to Hebrews or 
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Christ’s priesthood,7 I do agree that the resurrection plays an under-appreci-
ated role in qualifying Jesus to be a heavenly priest. As Moffitt argues, Christ’s 
resurrection is the central qualification for his priesthood, but, as I will argue, 
his resurrection does not begin his priesthood (so Socinus and Moffitt), and 
neither is his resurrection the only qualification.8 Rather, his resurrection 
vindicates his earthly obedience and priestly sacrifice, even as it transforms 
his priesthood to its exalted and perpetual status in heaven.9 Therefore, in 
dialogue with Moffitt’s illuminating study, this essay will demonstrate how 
Christ’s resurrection is the “qualifying” event that (1) vindicates his earthly 
life and priestly sacrifice and (2) transforms Jesus’ earthly priesthood to that 
of his greater, eternal, heavenly priesthood. 

The benefit of this proposal, which wades into a long and complicated 
debate,10 is this: it provides a theological “solution” (read: proposal) that 
hopes to resolve some of the tensions between the resurrection’s role and 
place in Hebrews and evangelical theologians who tend to center Christ’s 
work on the cross.11 For instance, biblical scholars like Moffitt and Kibbe 
argue that an honest reading of Hebrews moves them to embrace, or at 
least be sympathetic toward, a Socinian view of Christ’s resurrection and 
priesthood.12 On the basis of Hebrews, Moffitt rejects and Kibbe questions 
Christ’s earthly priesthood. By contrast, theologians going back to Owen 
have disavowed Socinianism because in denying Christ’s earthly priesthood, 
they undermine the priestly nature and sacrificial work of Christ’s cross.13 
To be balanced, Moffitt and Kibbe’s work on the resurrection in Hebrews 
recovers a missing piece in Christ’s priestly sacrifice (namely, his resurrec-
tion, exaltation, and heavenly presentation), but their singular emphasis on 
Christ’s post-resurrection priesthood leads to the same concerns that Owen 
issued more than three centuries ago. To deny Christ’s earthly priesthood 
is to change the nature of his atoning sacrifice, and it may even create an 
unintended fissure in the person Christ—between the person he was on 
earth (a non-priest) and is now in heaven (a priest like Melchizedek).

In response, I will follow a biblical-theological course proposed by Bruce 
McCormack to engage Moffitt and Kibbe’s exegetical labors.14 To use McCor-
mack’s words, in this “collaborative, interdisciplinary exercise,”15 I will suggest 
a way forward regarding Christ’s resurrection and priesthood that incorpo-
rates many of Moffitt’s exegetical insights into a larger biblical-theological 
framework—something Kibbe observes is lacking in Moffitt’s methodology.16 
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However, while affirming his insights regarding resurrection and priesthood, 
I will add them to the longstanding view that Christ did priestly work on 
earth and on the cross.17 My hope is that such a theological engagement of 
these exegetical debates will provide greater theological clarity to Christ’s 
resurrection and priesthood, even as Moffitt’s work has helpfully pressed 
our noses back into the text.

To sum up my proposal, I will seek to demonstrate that Christ’s resurrec-
tion transforms his earthly but unrecognized priesthood into his heavenly 
priesthood. My thesis argues against those who stress his priestly sacri-
fice without consideration for his resurrection, and it critiques others who 
emphasize Christ’s resurrection with little regard for his earthly obedience 
and priestly sacrifice. The goal of this article, therefore, is to prove three 
things: First, I will note the central role of the resurrection in Hebrews. 
Second, from Hebrews 5:5–10 I will argue that Christ’s resurrection secures 
his sonship and his priesthood. By looking at the biblical-theological work 
of Scott Hahn on sonship and priestly primogeniture, we can have a better 
understanding of how the title of “son” given to Christ at his resurrection 
qualifies him for his heavenly priesthood.18 Third, from Hebrews 7:13–28 I 
will show how Christ’s resurrection qualifies him to be a priest in the order 
of Melchizedek. This section will also engage the Old Testament, as I engage 
the exegetical work of Karl Deenick on 1 Samuel 2:35, a passage that may 
have a surprising effect on the way we look at resurrection and priesthood 
in Hebrews 7.19 By looking at the two main passages in Hebrews that relate 
Christ’s resurrection to his priesthood in Hebrews, I will aim to prove the 
unity of Christ’s priesthood, as well as acknowledging the transformation 
of Christ’s priesthood that took place at the resurrection.

Resurrection and Priesthood: Soundings in the Epistle to 
the Hebrews

It is the aim of this section to demonstrate the relationship between priest-
hood and resurrection. Against commentators (e.g., Vanhoye, Bruce, Lane, 
Lindars, Ellingworth, O’Brien) who attach Christ’s priesthood to his death 
(and intercession) in Hebrews,20 and against others (e.g., Calvin, Peterson, 
Attridge) who interpret Christ’s entrance into heavenly places as metaphori-
cal,21 this section will argue that Christ’s bodily resurrection is necessary for 
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his heavenly priesthood. While it is a standard evangelical option to deem-
phasize or overlook bodily resurrection in Hebrews, I agree with Moffitt and 
Kibbe—Christ’s resurrection is extant in Hebrews and plays a significant 
part in the author’s explanation for how Christ could serve as high priest.22 
Nevertheless, it is the burden of this essay to prove that Christ’s resurrection 
neither initiates his priesthood (the Socinian view), nor bifurcates his humil-
iation from his exaltation.23 Rather, Christ’s person and work is a unity,24 and 
as such, our Lord’s resurrection qualifies him for heavenly service, even as 
his priestly service on earth qualifies him to be raised from the dead.

Resurrection in Hebrews
Moffitt has rightly observed that scholarly consensus on Hebrews views Jesus’ 
resurrection as secondary or even unnecessary.25 By contrast, he ascribes to 
Christ’s resurrection the crucial role in qualifying Jesus to be a heavenly high 
priest.26 While I contest the exaggerated position he gives to the resurrection 
because it eclipses Christ’s sacrifice, Moffitt’s work develops themes that 
others have ignored or explained away.27 Building on and interacting with his 
research, I will seek to develop a reciprocal understanding between Christ’s 
resurrection and priesthood. That is to say, I believe that Jesus’ obedience as 
an earthly priest qualifies him to be raised from the dead after his offering, 
and in turn his resurrection qualifies him to be a greater high priest. 

To assess the relationship between resurrection and priesthood, three 
propositions must be established. First, amidst the sacrificial imagery of 
the epistle, Hebrews affirms bodily resurrection. Second, Hebrews speaks 
explicitly of Christ’s resurrection. Third, Hebrews makes at least two sig-
nificant textual connections between resurrection and priesthood (Heb 
5:5–10 and 7:11–28). By briefly touching on the first two propositions and 
examining the third in greater detail, I will attempt to show the merits and 
missteps of Moffitt’s work.

Hebrews 6:2; 11:17–19; 11:35 affirm bodily resurrection
There are four explicit references to resurrection in Hebrews. To begin, 
Hebrews 6:2 speaks of “the resurrection of the dead” as an “elementary 
doctrine” (v. 1). Thus, we can infer that the author of Hebrews both affirms 
the doctrine of bodily resurrection and that this doctrine informs his letter.28 
This affirmation of resurrection is verified in passages like Hebrews 11:17–19 
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and 11:35. In the former, the author suggests Abraham reckoned in his mind 
“that God was able even to raise him from the dead” when God commanded 
him to sacrifice Isaac (Gen 22:2). Likewise, Hebrews 11:35 speaks of women 
“receiv[ing] back their dead by resurrection” and others “refusing to accept 
release, so that they might rise again [anastaseōs, translated “resurrection” 
in 6:2; 11:35a] to a better life.” Moffitt rightly distinguishes temporary 
resurrection (e.g., “women receiving back their dead”) from eschatological 
resurrection (e.g., the “better life”), and concludes, “The better resurrection 
... produces the kind of life fit to inherit the fullness of the other eschatolog-
ical promises—an enduring city and a heavenly homeland.”29 From his brief 
survey, it is evident that resurrection is a subject familiar to the author of 
Hebrews, and that it is not illegitimate to speak of resurrection in the epistle.

Christ’s resurrection is explicitly mentioned in Hebrews 13:20–21
Though not without detractors, most commentators recognize 13:20 as 
referring to Jesus’ resurrection.30 In this passage the agent of resurrection is 
the Father (“the God of peace”); the object of resurrection is the Lord Jesus 
(“brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus”), and the place from which 
he is brought back is the “realm of the dead.”31 Theologically, Hebrews 13:20 
summarizes much of Hebrews covenant theology: “God has established a 
new covenant with his people through the ‘leading out’ of Jesus from the 
realm of the dead.”32 Conceptually similar to Paul’s “raised with Christ” 
(Rom 6:4–6; 1 Cor 15:20–24), the author of Hebrews unites priest and 
people by means of the covenantal bond established by Christ’s death and 
resurrection. Even more, as Hebrews 13:20–21 stands dependent on the new 
exodus passage of Isaiah 63:11–14, the climactic reference to resurrection 
speaks of Christ leading his people out of death, much like Moses led the 
Israelites out of Egypt.33

The point of his resurrection, therefore, is twofold. (1) Christ is raised 
ultimately to receive “glory forever and ever.” But also, (2) Christ’s resurrec-
tion situates him as the shepherd and priestly-mediator (cf. Heb 8:6; 9:15; 
12:24) “through [whom]” the Father equips the sheep with the promises 
of the new covenant, enabling them to “do his will” (13:21). We will return 
to the relationship between death and resurrection below, but for now it is 
worth observing that the author of Hebrews explicates in his concluding 
benediction what he has insinuated all along—namely, that a new priest 
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has “arisen” (7:15) who mediates a better covenant by means of his better 
life.34 Though intimated in only one verse, it is well within reason to conclude 
that the author of Hebrews has a strong understanding of resurrection, and 
that Christ’s resurrection with his people depends on the blood he shed as 
priest for those same people. This will receive further corroboration in the 
next section, where Hebrews 5 and 7 ground Christ’s heavenly priesthood 
in his resurrection.

Sonship, Resurrection, and Priesthood (Hebrews 5:5–10)
Hebrews 5:1–10 is one of the two primary passages relating priesthood and 
resurrection. In the flow of the letter, chapter 5 begins to outline the way 
in which Christ is a legitimate (and better) priest. Already, the designation 
“high priest” has been used four times about Jesus (2:17; 3:1; 4:14, 15), but 
now, anticipating objections to Jesus’ non-Levitical lineage (cf. 7:14), the 
author explains how a man from the tribe of Judah can be a priest.35 While 
not fully developing his Melchizedekian explanation until chapter 7, Hebrews 
5:1–10 drives toward this conclusion: Christ is “designated by God a high 
priest after the order of Melchizedek” (v. 10). It is this typological description 
that legitimates Jesus’ priesthood. But why?

What is it about Jesus’ priesthood which stands in continuity with 
Melchizedek? In Hebrews 7, the connection will be explicated at length, 
and there the author of Hebrews will explain that Jesus’ indestructible life 
is like that of Melchizedek who had “no beginning days or end of life” (7:3). 
But what about in Hebrews 5:5-10? What do we find in this text that affirms 
and authorizes Jesus’ priesthood? And what relates Jesus’ priesthood to his 
resurrection? In one word the answer is “sonship.” 

In Hebrews 5:5 the author compares Christ to the Aaronic priests of old 
(described in vv. 1–4). He states that Christ “did not exalt himself to be 
made a high priest, but was appointed by him [God]” (v. 5), and then he 
cites two texts: Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 110:4. These two passages are “mutually 
illuminating” with respect to the royal priesthood of Christ. As Hahn puts 
it, “In the author’s view, divine sonship, royal priesthood, and the order of 
Melchizedek represent different but complementary ways of stating the same 
essential truth of Davidic identity and messianic mission.”36 Accordingly, 
Christ’s appointment as “Son” corresponds with his appointment as priest.37 
Or to say it more precisely, Christ is appointed a priest when God calls him 
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“Son.” However, to understand the significance of his “sonship,” as newly 
appointed office at his resurrection, we need to see two things—first, we 
need to recognize the timing of his appointment; second, we need to return 
to the Old Testament to see the runway on which “sonship” takes off, so we 
can understand how it lands in Hebrews.

Appointed a Son at His Resurrection
I will argue that Christ was appointed Son at his resurrection for three rea-
sons. First, in Hebrews 1, Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 are referenced together. 
Verse 3 alludes to Psalm 110:1 (“he sat down at the right hand of the Maj-
esty on high”), while verse 5 quotes Psalm 2:7.38 Standing between them is 
the announcement that Christ has received a better name than the angels 
(“having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited 
is more excellent than theirs”). While debates range on whether the “inher-
ited name” pertains to Christ’s deity or humanity, Moffitt’s argument that 
Hebrews 1 speaks of the resurrected Christ better explains the argument of 
the chapter.39 Therefore, if Hebrews 1:3 speaks of the Son exalted at God’s 
right hand, then Psalm 2 and Psalm 110 have already been conjoined in 
Hebrews to posit the Son’s resurrection. 

Second, the flow of thought and language in Hebrews 5 is best understood 
in terms of resurrection. Arguing on the basis of Christ’s “perfection,” Moffitt 
relates the logical order of Hebrews 5:7–9 to Hebrews 2:9–11; in both cases 
“perfection” (viz., “crowned with glory and honor” in 2:9; “being made 
perfect” in 5:9) follow his “suffering.”40 He solidifies his case by showing 
that “perfection” in Hebrews relates to Christ’s “enduring life.” While both 
Levites and Jesus died, only one rose from the grave to have power over 
death. Therefore, Jesus is a better priest because he was raised to life. In 
Hebrews 5:7–10, Jesus’ prayer was heard, just like the righteous sufferers 
of old (cf. Ps 4:2–4; 6:9–10; 22:23–25; 31:20–25; 90:14– 16),41 only it was 
not answered in keeping him from death (see Heb 2:9), it was answered in 
raising him from the dead (cf. Ps 88). Nevertheless, that Jesus was heard and 
saved means that he did not regard iniquity in his heart (Ps 66:18); rather, 
he was heard for his righteousness and trust (cf. Ps 22:22–24). 

Third, Romans 1:4 sheds light on Hebrews 5:5, for both speak of the Son 
of God with respect to the resurrection. Schreiner comments: “The title 
huiou theou in verse 3 is a reference not to Jesus’ deity but to his messianic 
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kingship as the descendent of David (cf. 2 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:7),” a messianic 
kingship that was given to him “upon his resurrection.”42 Significantly, the 
same verse (Ps 2:7) that informed Paul’s introduction to Romans (1:3–4) 
is quoted in Hebrews 5:5. In both texts, (royal) sonship and priesthood are 
conferred to Christ, not with respect to his divine nature, but with respect 
to his Davidic sonship and his priestly exaltation.43 At his resurrection Christ 
received the title “Son of God,” and with that title came the universal right 
to rule as royal priest (Ps 110:1). Commenting on this point in Hebrews, 
Hughes represents many who see the strong association between royal son 
and priest: “The collocation of these two messianic affirmations ... shows 
how closely within the perspective of the history of redemption the Sonship 
and the Priesthood of Christ belong together.”44 And it is to this redemptive 
history that we turn to understand better how Jesus’ resurrection elevates 
the priesthood of Christ by means of giving him the name “Son.” 

Sonship in the Old Testament and in Hebrews
Scott Hahn, discussing the importance of sonship in Hebrews, notes, “the 
inner unity of sonship, royalty, and priesthood is not readily apparent” to 
“the modern reader,” but that in the worldview of first-century Judaism 
“Christ’s threefold role as firstborn son, king, and high priest (i.e., Christ’s 
royal priestly primogeniture) represents the restoration of an original and 
superior form of covenant meditation.”45 But what exactly is that “original 
and superior form of covenant mediation?” Hahn’s contention is that the 
superior form of meditation relates to “kinship” or “sonship,” the familial 
bond made through a covenant (hence, his “kinship by covenant”).46 On 
this reading, the priesthood is not tied to legal heritage (like with Aaron and 
Levi) but to family relations and blessed birthright. Indeed, Hahn argues that 
Hebrews is showing that the covenant Christ mediates is not just replacing 
the servile law of Moses (cf. Heb 3:1–6), but it is returning to the better 
privilege of sonship, whereby the son of God is permitted to come into his 
presence on behalf of all those children God has given him (Heb 2:11-18; 
5:1). But to appreciate fully the priestly sonship God conferred upon Jesus, 
we need to return to the Old Testament.

Hahn provides a well-documented case for the “the cultic-familial nexus 
of primogeniture, priesthood, and paternal succession.”47 Discussing primo-
geniture in Genesis and Exodus, he argues the ancient rite carried with it a 
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priestly status: “Canonical evidence points to the existence of a pre-Levitical 
form of priestly activity before the Mosaic period.”48 Citing arguments from 
natural law,49 Jewish Targums on Genesis,50 and the biblical text itself (e.g., 
Gen 49:3; Exod 4:22; 19:5–6; Num 3:11–13; 8:16–18; 18:15),51 Hahn 
maintains that the eldest son was “in the natural position not only for paternal 
succession but for mediation (social, legal, and cultic) between father and 
siblings as well.”52 He shows that many Jewish interpreters of Genesis 49:3 
(“Reuben, you are my firstborn, my might, and the firstfruits of my strength, 
preeminent in dignity and preeminent in power”) ascribe a priestly signif-
icance to Reuben, believing that Jacob’s eldest son was considered a priest 
among his brothers, before he fell by defiling his father’s bed (49:4; cf. 35:22). 

Other recent scholars have followed this interpretation of priestly primo-
geniture. Speaking specifically of the language of Genesis 49:3, J. R. Porter 
describes the “special authority of the first-born.” He writes, “The first-born 
was in a unique position, depending on the fact that he was ‘the beginning 
of the father’s strength,’ which seems to be almost a technical expression 
and which means that the son in question was endowed with the fullness 
of the father’s authority and power.”53 Likewise, H. C. Brichto summarizes 
his copious work on kin, cult, land, and afterlife, by saying, “There is ample 
evidence that the role of priest in the Israelite family had at one time been 
filled by the firstborn.”54 Finally, Van Groningen writes, “In the firstborn the 
dual capacity for king and priest is implicitly implied.”55 Later Scriptures, 
while separating the priesthood (in Levi) from the kingdom (in Judah and 
David), would also see the reunification of royal and priestly offices (cf. 1 
Sam 2:35; Ps 110; Jer 30:21–22; Zech 3:1–10; 6:9–15). 

Following Genesis, sonship and priesthood continued to overlap in the 
life of Israel. In Exodus 4:22, Israel is called God’s “firstborn,” and later they 
are referred to as a “royal priesthood” (19:6).56 Such identity-markers stand 
as weather vanes for the whole book of Exodus, where from one angle, we 
can see the whole drama of Exodus as a competition of “firstborn sons.” 
Van Groningen writes, “The Egyptians believed that the firstborn son was a 
direct link between generations of royal people. In fact, the firstborn son was 
considered a specific and direct representative of the gods to the Egyptian 
people.” Hence, Moses was to “inform Pharaoh, ruler of Egypt, that God, 
the Lord of the patriarchs, claims Israel as his representative people,” a role 
that Pharaoh wrongly claimed for himself.57 Thus, the story of the exodus 
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becomes not only a story of deliverance, but also the redemption of God’s 
firstborn who will become his true royal priests. As Hahn concludes, in 
Exodus “Israel is called to royal priestly service as the collective firstborn 
son within God’s family of nations.”58 Identified as God’s “firstborn” (4:22) 
and “royal priesthood” (19:5–6), Exodus shows priestly service as an out-
working of Israel’s sonship. 

Moving into Israel’s history, Israel’s priestly status rose and fell with its 
covenantal sonship.59 When the people of God kept covenant with God, 
they receive God’s blessings. When they sinned against God, and especially 
when the priests failed to keep covenant with God, the whole nation suffered 
(cf. Ezek 8:1–18; Hos 4:6; 5:1; 6:9). While Israel eventually experienced 
exile because its royal sons failed to keep the Davidic Covenant (Ps 89), it 
is equally the case that the sons of Levi failed to keep their covenant (Mal 
2:1–9). As a nation whose identity found its origins and vocational pursuits 
in Adam—the prototypical royal-priest and firstborn son—when Israel broke 
the covenant, God could no longer treat them as a son (cf. Mal 1:6–14; 2:10). 

The Golden Calf incident, it has been argued, disqualified Israel from 
retaining its full priesthood.60 After Exodus 32, only the sons of Levi, who 
sided with God against their brothers, could be priests (Exod 32:25–29; 
Deut 33:8–11). Independent of one’s final conclusion about the Golden 
Calf ’s effect on Israel’s priesthood, the rest of the Old Testament shows a 
downward spiral of priestly service. Whereas the Pentateuch provides the 
biblical ideal, the Prophets record the collapse of the priestly office.61 By 
Zechariah 3:1–4 and Malachi 2:1–9, the priesthood was defiled and dead. It 
had failed to guard the temple, teach the people, or provide atonement that 
cleansed the flesh.62 What laws promised “maintenance of life” (Lev 18:5) 
and “access” to God (Lev 26:11–12) had failed, and now a new priesthood 
needed to be raised from the dead. Metaphorical as this sounds, the reality 
and the promise is absolutely literal: God was going to raise a new royal 
son who would be a better priest (see the treatment of 1 Sam 2:35 below).

Based on Hahn’s biblical-theological study, we need to recapture Christ’s 
“threefold role” in Hebrews. And more, we need to recognize that Christ’s 
appointment as “Son” at his resurrection exalted the offices he already pos-
sessed in humility. This article focuses on his priesthood, but Schenck has 
made the same point regarding his sonship and his royal office, which, as Hahn 
has shown, are essentially related to Christ’s priesthood.63 Schenck writes,
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At his enthronement, Christ truly becomes Son in the sense that he assumes his 
royal and takes his divine ‘appointment,’ but in his identity he has always been 
the Son, ... One might say, thus, that although Christ is always the Son in terms 
of his identity (even before his exaltation, as a kind of ‘heir apparent’), he can 
only be said to be ‘enthroned’ as Son in the inheritance of his royal office when 
he is exalted to God’s right hand.64

Schenck’s proposal guards against adding something to Jesus, a concern 
shared by theologians who take seriously the unchanging, divine nature 
of the Son (Heb 13:8), but it also recognizes that his resurrection does 
something in the human life of Jesus.65 Whereas his earthly obedience was 
not recognized as a legitimate priesthood; now, named “Son,” exalted above 
the angels, and seated at God’s right hand (Heb 1:5–14), he has become the 
source of eternal life (5:9) and has the right to intercede for all those whom 
he led from death unto glory (13:20–21; 2:9–11). 

Summing up our consideration of Hebrews 5, we can say Jesus’ greater 
priesthood stands on the basis of his resurrection, but his resurrection stands 
on the basis of his reverence as a true son (5:7). In his earthly life, he learned 
obedience, as he obeyed the law as human son (cf. Gal 4:4). Facing death, 
he cried out for salvation, and like David in the Psalms, and because of his 
greater covenantal obedience under the old law, he was heard and raised from 
the dead. Upon that resurrection, his pre-existent sonship was vindicated 
and his priesthood was transformed. At the very same time, his resurrection 
became the source of life for all his people. While the resurrection “perfected” 
Jesus (5:9) and situated him in the heavens as a priest like Melchizedek 
(5:10); it also ratified a covenant with the people God gave to him (i.e., his 
sons and daughters, the seed of Abraham, 2:11–18). While sounding like 
Paul’s doctrine of imputation, Christ’s priestly role (5:1) means that his 
reverence became our reverence, his holiness our holiness, his resurrection 
our resurrection. In this way, he became the source of eternal salvation, not 
by simple force of nature (life conquering death), but rather by his sinless 
life (4:15) and sin-canceling sacrifice (9:22, 26), he led his people out of 
death into life by his blood (13:20–21). 

From this reading of Hebrews 5:5–10, we begin to see the intercon-
nectedness of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. The son who was born 
in Bethlehem, who walked through Galilee, who pleased his Father at his 
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baptism, and died on Calvary, is given the name “Son” and enthroned on 
high. Moffitt is surely right that perfection in Hebrews relates to Christ’s res-
urrection and enduring life; however, if his resurrection grants him perfection 
and life, it is because he has already lived a sinless life while on earth (4:15). 
By means of his earthly obedience and priestly sacrifice, Christ perfectly 
fulfilled the law and as such, the Father granted him life as his reward (cf. 
Lev 18:5) and the heavenly position to grant life to all those he died for as 
priest. To clarify and confirm that assertion, we turn to Hebrews 7.

A Priest like Melchizedek (Hebrews 7:13-25)
Though mentioned only twice in the Old Testament (Gen 14; Ps 110:4), 
the author of Hebrews finds in Melchizedek an enigmatic priest-king who 
is greater than Abraham and Levi. More importantly, Melchizedek provides 
a solution to the riddle mentioned in Hebrews 7:14: How can a non-Levite 
arise as high priest? For Israelites, especially those who sought to keep the 
law, a non-Levitical priest was an oxymoron, and thus a strong reason to 
reject Jesus. The whole of chapter 7 is spent answering that question and 
expounding the meaning of Psalm 110:4, which advocates a different and 
better kind of high priest.66

 Simon Kistemaker outlines the chapter, noting how Hebrews explains 
Psalm 110:4 in reverse order.

The exegesis recorded in the pericope 7:1–25 in general terms may be classified 
in four divisions ... The author takes hold of the last word “Melchizedek” and 
places it in a historical setting (7:1–3); in the next passage he discusses the word 
“priest” (7:4–11) and priestly “order” (7:11–13); two verses are devoted to the 
personal pronoun “thou” (7:13–14); and the remainder (7:15–25) elaborates 
“for ever.”67

Kistemaker makes the additional point that while the four divisions are “rather 
vague,” “there is a well-defined division between 7:1–12 and 7:13–25,” and 
the latter section “exegetes the clause ‘thou art a priest forever.’”68 As we will 
see, it is this section that expounds most clearly the way in which Christ’s 
resurrection qualifies him to be a high priest like Melchizedek. In this section, 
there are at least four passages that show how resurrection stands behind 
Christ’s claim to priesthood. We will consider them in order, with the first 
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point taking us back to 1 Samuel 2:35, a passage that greatly informs Christ’s 
exalted priesthood.

Christ’s Resurrection Makes Him Like Melchizedek
Verse 15 speaks of “another priest arising in the likeness of Melchizedek.” 
In the context, the verb “arises” (anistēmi) can “simply refer to a state of 
affairs coming into being or to an individual taking an office ... but the writer 
seems to use this language in 7:15 to indicate something more.”69 What is 
the “more”? Moffitt suggests that it is a subtle affirmation of Christ’s resur-
rection.70 O’Brien concurs. While affirming Christ’s incarnation in general, 
he states the term “is likely ... an implicit reference to the resurrection.”71 In 
addition to the context of Hebrews 7 and the recurring use of anistēmi in 
resurrection passages, there may also be a connection with 1 Samuel 2:35,72 a 
passage which speaks of God “raising up” a new priest from the line of David. 
Though this inter-textual link has not received much attention, in the matrix 
of priesthood and resurrection it bears consideration.

When the priesthood of Eli was crumbling due his sons’ wickedness, God 
said, “And I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who shall do according 
to what is in my heart and in my mind. And I will build him a sure house, 
and he shall go in and out before my anointed forever” (1 Sam 2:35). In this 
priestly promise, resurrection language (i.e., “raise up,” anastēsō) appears. In 
its original setting, bodily resurrection was not likely in view.73 However, it 
could not be far from the author’s mind. For, it is more than coincidental 
that in the same chapter, Hannah praises God for “raising” the dead to life: 
“The LORD kills and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up” 
(2:6). In its immediate context, “raise up a faithful priest” has the notion of 
appointment to an office, but when Yahweh speaks of “a sure house” and “my 
anointed forever,” something more enduring must be in mind.74 Likewise, 
when we read 1 Samuel 2:35 in light of the full biblical canon, a significant 
verbal connection is found with Hebrews 7:15.75

In Hebrews 7:11 and 15, the language of “arise/arises” is used to speak of 
a new priest. Nelson observes, “Just as God ‘raised up’ a faithful priest in the 
crisis brought on by Eli’s sons (1 Sam 2:35), God has now ‘raised up’ (pun no 
doubt intended) another priest outside the Aaronic system.”76  Unfortunately, 
Nelson sees the verbal connection as a pun and no more. Moffitt rightly 
endorses “arising” in 7:15 as “a reference to Jesus’ resurrection,” but doesn’t 
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make a connection with 1 Samuel 2:35.77  We need both observations. The 
near context of Hebrews shows that Christ’s resurrection qualifies him for 
his heavenly ministry, but the canonical context helps explain the origins 
of Jesus’ Melchizedekian priesthood. If we permit, therefore, a connection 
between 1 Samuel 2:35 and Hebrews 7:15, we may also find that Jesus’ exalted 
priesthood not only has Psalm 110 in its background, but a whole Davidic 
priesthood that is gradually developed over the course of the Old Testament. 
But can we say that 1 Samuel 2:35 advocates a Davidic priesthood? On what 
basis? And by whose law?

Interpretive history has typically assigned Samuel or Zadok to be the 
“faithful priest” of 1 Samuel 2:35.78 However, Karl Deenick is more per-
suasive.79 Considering a number of textual indicators (the language of 
“messiah” in the early chapters of 1 Samuel,80 historical context,81 literary 
development,82 and covenantal promises83), he argues David is the fleet-
ing fulfillment of 1 Samuel 2:35.84 Similarly, Eugene Merrill writes, “The 
strongest suggestion of Davidic royal priesthood occurs in 2 Sam 6” when 
“David himself was in charge [of ] leading the entourage” to the temple, 
and he was “clothed in priestly attire, offering sacrifice and issuing priestly 
benediction.”85 Going further, Merrill adds, “Neither the chronicler nor 
the author of Samuel mentions a priest in the whole course of sacrificing. 
Clearly David saw himself as a priest and was accepted by the people and 
the Levites as such.”86

Merrill is on solid biblical ground when he makes his assertion that David 
functions as a priest, but it should be recognized, as Deenick observes, that 
David’s fulfillment of 1 Samuel 2:35 is ephemeral. While 1–2 Samuel indi-
cates that he is a “priest-king,” his own sin truncates his priestly service.87 
Consequently, by the end of David’s life what was promised in 1 Samuel 2:35 
is still without fulfillment. The people of Israel must await another “anointed 
priest.”88  Nevertheless, 1 Samuel 2:35 adds to the composite picture of the 
eschatological priest.89

Through the complex history of 1–2 Samuel, God refined and advanced 
the typological shape of his priest.90 God’s “faithful priest” will not stumble 
like the sons of Levi (Mal 2:1–9), but will perfectly succeed like the “king 
of righteousness” himself (Ps 110). In this way, “Yahweh has used David to 
demonstrate the kind of priest-king about which 1 Samuel 2:35 is proph-
esying. The flawed David is held up as a model, as a picture ... of what the 
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ultimate priest-king would be.”91 Speaking of David as a kind of mold for the 
eschatological priest, Deenick writes,

Perhaps most surprising to the careful reader is that it is a king who is intended 
to function as a priest not after the mold of Aaron, but, as Ps 110 and the writer 
of Hebrews make clear (Heb 7), after the mold of a superior priesthood (Heb 
5:1-7:28), after the mold of Melchizedek ... In Heb 5:1–2 the “weakness” of the 
earthly high priests is identified as their sinfulness. In contrast, the oath of Ps 
110:4 appointed Jesus as a priest who is without such weakness. This is the central 
thought of the Melchizedekian priesthood. So, although the books of Samuel 
show that the fulfillment of the promise of 1 Sam 2:35 was to be found in the 
house of David, they also show that the ultimate fulfillment of the “anointed 
priest” lay not in David, but in Jesus Christ.92

How do we pull this together? Preliminarily, I suggest that the priesthood 
that arises from this text and ultimately culminates in Christ, includes both 
a genealogical principle (the priest will come from the house of David) and 
a supernatural power (the priest must have an indestructible life and power 
to raise the dead to life). Regarding the former, the genealogical principle 
is carried along in David’s lineage and validated by the promise of being 
called God’s son (2 Sam 7:14), which as we have seen comes to have great 
priestly significance in Christ’s resurrection (cf. Heb 5:5–6). Additionally, 
David’s covenant comes with a new law (see 2 Sam 7:19); this “charter for 
humanity” may adumbrate Hebrews 7:12: “For when there is a change in 
the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well.”93 Regarding 
the latter supernatural power, the later prophecies in Isaiah 9:6-7 and Micah 
5:2 couple Davidic kingship with divine attributes, thus joining together 
what sees improbable to mankind. But as Gabriel said to Mary, with respect 
to the fulfillment of these prophecies, “Nothing is impossible with God” 
(Luke 1:37)—certainly not a royal priesthood that looks like Melchizedek, 
not like Aaron.

All in all, weaving through the Old Testament, these two principles find 
their interpretive end (telos) in Jesus Christ. It is possible that David him-
self foresaw this coming royal priesthood when he wrote Psalm 110. After 
all, Peter, in Acts 3:29–35, assigns him the appellation “prophet” (v. 30), 
when he speaks of David receiving an oath (v. 30; cf. Ps 110:4), beholding 
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Christ’s resurrection (v. 31), and quoting from Psalm 110 (v. 34–35). In 
fact, Acts 3:22 and 26 speak of God “raising up,” respectively, a “prophet 
like Moses” and “his servant.” Is this further evidence for seeing Christ’s 
resurrection elevating, even transforming, his various offices? It is worth 
further consideration. 

Indeed, through the interpretive lens of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, 
and ascension, as well as his unified offices, we can better see how Hebrews 
applied Old Testament types and shadows to the life, death, and resurrec-
tion of Jesus. To say it another way, what is seen in the shadows of the Old 
Testament has found its substance in Christ (cf. Heb 10:1), a priest-king like 
Melchizedek who arises from the line of David and who even rises from the 
dead. This son of David is the one spoken of in Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 110:4 
(cited together in Heb 5:5–6) who was to receive his promised inheritance, 
and who now intercedes for his people as a priestly-king (Ps 2:7; cf. Isa 
53:10–12) and rules the nations as warrior priest (Ps 2:8; cf. Ps 110:4–7). 
And all this was to transpire when he God raised him from the dead to receive 
the triple office of son, priest, and king, which brings us back to Hebrews 7.

Christ’s Indestructible Life Makes Him a Better Priest
The second evidence for how Christ’s resurrection transforms Christ’s priest-
hood is found in verse 16. In that verse Jesus is said to be a priest “not on 
the basis of a legal requirement, but by the power of indestructible life.” 
The contrast between Jesus and the sons of Aaron focuses on their differing 
qualifications for priesthood. The Levites had served as Israel’s priests for 
more than a millennium and their claim on the priesthood was established 
“by bodily descent.”94 To faithful Jews, no other priesthood could exist—the 
law established the Levites. However, as Hebrews 7 asserts, there existed in 
Israel’s history an antecedent and superior priesthood—it was the priest-
hood of Melchizedek who had “neither beginning of days nor end of life, 
but resembling the Son of God he continues forever a priest forever” (7:3). 
Hebrews picks up this typological similarity and argues that Christ is a priest 
like Melchizedek. Consequently, he is greater than Aaron, because his life has 
no end. As Hebrews 7:15 puts it Christ has become a priest based on “the 
power of an indestructible life.”95 This is the qualification that transforms 
Christ’s priesthood—namely the resurrection he experienced because of his 
perfect holiness, that he would in turn pass on to his brothers as he became 
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the source of their sanctification (2:10) and eternal salvation (5:9).96  
The logic of resurrection resulting from his death has been observed by 

Moffitt in Hebrews 2:9–11 and again in Hebrews 5:7–10.97 After suffering 
for his brothers, the Son was raised from the dead and given authority to 
bring many sons to glory. In this way, he became the source of life for all who 
were sanctified—first Christ, then his brothers. Moffitt, however, downplays 
the importance of his suffering, saying it “is not the author’s point.”98 While 
not denying the role of Christ’s death,99 he makes Christ’s death a prepara-
tory prerequisite for his priesthood, rather than a performative one, to use 
Kibbe’s nomenclature.100 The problem arises in this: by limiting the role of 
Christ’s sacrifice, Moffitt undermines the very thing that qualifies Jesus to 
be raised from the dead—namely, his obedience unto death. While Christ’s 
exalted priesthood depends on his resurrection from the dead; his resurrec-
tion depends on his earthly obedience and priestly sacrifice (see the tight 
relationship in Heb 13:20–21). The two work in tandem, and one cannot 
be held over against the other. Therefore, while Moffitt is right to assert that 
Christ’s indestructible life qualifies him to be a priest like Melchizedek, his 
resurrection is ultimately grounded in his moral perfection, not his mere 
power to overcome death.

Christ’s Resurrection Enables Him to Mediate an Eternal Covenant
The third argument for resurrection in Hebrews 7 concerns the displace-
ment of the old covenant and inauguration of the new. Verse 18 reads, “a 
former commandment is set aside because of its weakness and uselessness.” 
Already, the priesthood of Jesus has been posited as the reason for a new 
law (7:12). Likewise, “weakness” (asthenēs) used adjectivally of “the former 
commandment” is also used to speak of Levites in verse 28 and priests who 
are “beset with weakness” in Hebrews 5:2. By common language, and the 
way Hebrews 7:12 makes the priest antecedent to and the basis for the new 
covenant and not the reverse, it is entirely plausible that the whole covenant 
stands on the blood of Jesus Christ and his resurrection.

In fact, when we examine the covenantal transition initiated by Christ, 
we find two inseparable ideas. First, the penalty of the first covenant has 
been set aside. This is addressed in Hebrews 9:15–17, where Jesus’ death 
puts to death the curses of the old covenant. As Hahn writes, “The partic-
ular covenant occupying the author’s thought in 9:15–22 is the first Sinai 
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covenant, seen as a broken covenant after the calf incident.” 101 In his death 
Christ redeemed “the called” (i.e., the people he represents as priest) from the 
“transgressions committed under the first covenant” (v. 15). In other words, 
his death closed the book, so to speak, on the old covenant and established 
a “new covenant” containing “the promised eternal inheritance” (v. 15). 
Significantly, his death resulted in life—a fact that must be kept in mind as 
we speak of Christ’s resurrection. Whenever we speak of his resurrection, 
we must remember his death; whenever we read of his death, we must not 
forget his resurrection. Theologically, the two are inseparable, which brings 
us to the second idea to consider.

Jesus’ death ends the first covenant to establish a “new covenant,” one that 
cleanses the conscience (9:14), secures forgiveness (9:22), and makes a way 
for sanctified sinners to enter God’s presence (10:20). Regardless of how 
atonement, resurrection, and exaltation exactly fit together in Hebrews—a 
conundrum of no small measure—it is clear that death and resurrection 
are both required to put aside the old covenant and establish a new and 
living covenant. In fact, as Hebrews 13:20 indicates, it is the God of peace 
who raised Jesus from the dead “by the blood of the eternal covenant.” In 
other words, because Jesus, as mediator of the new covenant merited life 
as the reward of his earthly reverence, God raised him to life. And with his 
resurrection Jesus became a high priest who secured the gifts of forgiveness 
(8:13), cleansing (9:14), and indestructible life—the ability to draw near 
to God and not die (7:19). From heaven, he now bestows those gifts by 
means of the Holy Spirit.

Moffitt does not spend enough time considering the covenantal struc-
tures of Hebrews and therefore does not attend to the way in which Christ’s 
priesthood—at every point (life, death, and resurrection)—is representing 
the members of his covenant. In his life, he is obeying the law so that his 
obedient will might sanctify them (10:10). In his death, Christ offers himself 
up as the perfect and final sacrifice for their sins (9:15–28) thus propitiating 
the wrath of God (2:17). And in his resurrection, he receives his reward for 
his earthly obedience and priestly sacrifice. 

What is his reward? On one hand, we can say, it is everything promised to 
him, but more concretely, he receives his life back as a reward. Then, because 
he is a priestly figure and not just a private person, he also receives the lives of 
all those people for whom he died. In this way, his reward is the incalculable 
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joy of bringing his people into the presence of the Father, something no son 
of Israel ever did before (see Heb 3–4).

Christ’s Resurrection Proves His Holiness and Procures Ours
In verse 21, the author quotes again from Psalm 110, focusing this time on 
the oath God swore (v. 20). Verse 22 indicates that this oath “makes Jesus 
the guarantor of a better covenant.” Just as the oath God swore to Abraham 
secured his future and eternal blessings (Heb 6:13–20; 11:17–19), so the 
oath sworn to Jesus secured his priesthood. Explaining the significance of his 
perpetual priesthood, the author contrasts the Levites with Jesus. The former, 
he says, “were prevented by death from continuing in office, but he [ Jesus] 
holds his priesthood permanently, because he continues forever” (v. 24). 
This verse highlights the great weakness of the first priesthood—mortality. 
Because they died, their priesthood could not continue. Though Phineas 
was promised a “perpetual priesthood” (Num 25:13), he died in such a way 
that his priestly reverence was, in the end, no better than his brothers, Nadab 
and Abihu, who died offering strange fire (Lev 10:1–3). 

Putting the pieces together, Levitical priests had to offer sacrifices for 
themselves because they were sinners. Before God they were unclean and 
unfit to enter his presence on the basis of their earthly lives. The same is not 
true for Jesus. Hebrews 10:5–10 makes it evident that he perfectly pleased 
the Father by doing his will (v. 9). Interestingly, in that same verse, Hebrews 
says, “He [ Jesus] does way with the first in order to establish the second.” As 
observed in the last point, the covenantal transition cannot be limited to one 
aspect of Christ’s person and work (i.e., his death or his resurrection). The 
same point is made here: the new covenant is not only secured by his sacri-
ficial death (10:10), but also through his earthly obedience (10:9). Indeed, 
the purity of his sacrifice, and hence its purifying (and life-giving) power, 
comes from the purity of his own life. Likewise, the bestowal of covenant 
blessings come not only from Christ’s death but also from his resurrection, 
and his heavenly session, where he always lives to intercede and plead the 
merits of life and death on behalf of those people who he represents as priest.

In theological terms, the efficacy of Christ’s passive obedience depends 
on his active obedience. And the resurrection then becomes the reward 
(think: covenantal blessing) Jesus receives for his earthly obedience and 
sacrificial death. And then as a priest who does nothing for himself, he shares 
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his reward with his friends, just like Zechariah 3 said the priest would do. 
Hebrews 7:25 summarizes nicely, “Consequently, he is able to save to the 
uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives 
to make intercession for them.”

This is the foundation of the gospel in Hebrews. Jesus, who died in order 
to procure forgiveness, has been raised from the dead so that all who draw 
near to God through him may find life in God’s presence. Or, to put it more 
monergistically, as Hebrews 5:9 does, “being made perfect [i.e., resurrected], 
he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him.” And who 
obey him? All those whom Christ intercedes for (Heb 7:25), applying the 
blessings of the covenant to them—namely, the gift of purity, life, and desire to 
do God’s will (Ezek 36:26–27). In other words, Christ who died to establish 
a new covenant for his people was then raised to life in order to give eternal 
life. In his death, he redeemed his people from the death they deserved under 
the old covenant (9:15–17); and in his life, he intercedes on behalf of those 
same people (7:25), that they might experience his grace now and his glory 
when we comes—for after all, as Hebrews 9:28 says, the same Christ who 
lived, died, and rose again for his people is the same Christ who is coming 
for them at the end of the age (cf. 13:8).

Conclusion

When we step back to look at Christ’s priestly résumé in Hebrews, it appears 
like a beautiful jewel. Or, maybe like a dozen jewels emblazoned on the chest 
of Christ’s priestly robe. From one angle his priesthood reflects the simple 
purity of his earthly life, from another the dark hues of his death bleed 
through, and from yet another angle the radiant glory of his resurrection 
and heavenly session are observed. In truth, depending on which aspect 
of his ministry we focus, the Son may appear to be different—meek and 
humble in one place, reigning and resplendent in another. But let us make 
no mistake: Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever (13:8). 
Therefore, as we formulate a priestly Christology, we must grapple with his 
unchanging nature and the way in which the resurrection “changed”—or 
what I have called “transfigured”—his priestly office.

If my proposal is in any way on track, then it must at one and the same 
time maintain the unity of Christ’s person and work, even as it recognizes the 
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contours of his redemptive history. With respect to his resurrection, David 
Moffitt has shown conclusively that there is something the resurrection does 
to Christ’s priesthood. While denying Christ’s earthly priesthood, Moffitt’s 
attention to Christ’s heavenly priesthood has helped sharpen the focus on 
how Christ’s resurrection and priesthood relate. Unfortunately, in empha-
sizing the latter, he has minimized the former and thus bifurcated Christ’s 
priesthood and undermined the propitiatory nature of the cross. This essay 
has sought to address that concern and provide a constructive model for 
conceiving of Christ’s multi-staged priesthood. It has argued that Christ 
was a priest in his earthly life, in his sacrificial death, and in his glorious res-
urrection—only, as Hebrews requires, Christ’s priesthood today is greater 
than that of his earthly life, because in his resurrection, his priesthood was 
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Karl Barth’s famous aversion to accepting biblical miracles as historically 
accessible included the resurrection of Jesus. This antipathy displayed itself 
in 1962 at George Washington University during a question-answer dialogue 
with 200 specially invited religious leaders. After Carl Henry identified 
himself as the editor of Christianity Today, he asked Barth:

“The question, Dr. Barth, concerns the historical factuality of the resurrection 
of Jesus.” I pointed to the press table and noted the presence of leading religion 
editors ... If these journalists had their present duties in the time of Jesus, I asked, 
was the resurrection of such a nature that covering some aspect of it would have 
fallen into their area of responsibility? “Was it news,” I asked, “in the sense that 
the man in the street understands news?”

Barth became angry.  Pointing at me, and recalling my identification, he asked” 
Did you say Christianity Today or Christianity Yesterday?” The audience—largely 
nonevangelical professors and clergy—roared with delight. When encountered 
unexpectedly in this way, one often reaches for a Scripture verse. So I replied, 
assuredly out of biblical context, “Yesterday, today and forever.”1

SBJT 18.4 (2014): 115-137
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Indeed! The historically verifiable, bodily resurrection of Jesus the Lord 
must be defended in every generation—a perennial responsibility with 
great privilege as part of Gospel proclamation. Christian leaders have 
done so from antiquity, and the Church now enjoys a wealth of resources 
for the challenge.

Defending the Resurrection Forever

Just what is to be defended forever?  Since the resurrection of Jesus is the sine 
qua non of Christianity (1 Cor 15:17-19), it necessarily has been defended 
throughout the history of the Church. The proposition to defend perennially 
is succinctly expressed in the Apostles Creed: “The third day he rose again 
from the dead.” And for Christian orthodoxy this has always meant that the 
bodily raising of Jesus is a historical fact—because this was the clear witness 
of the apostles.2  As N. T. Wright’s magisterial study demonstrates, the clear 
and uniform teaching of early Christianity is that Jesus of Nazareth rose from 
the dead in the same body only incorruptible and immortal.3 First century 
Jews and Pagans alike would have understood a non-bodily resurrection as 
an oxymoron.4 “The-what-to-be-defended,” then, necessarily includes the 
historical, bodily raising of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Why must the resurrection of Jesus be perennially defended? Because from 
the beginning, alternate theories have been proposed to explain away the 
central miracle in human history (e.g., Matt 28:13). And these counter-the-
ories are recurrent, arising in every time and place in which the historical 
resurrection of Jesus is announced. It matters little that these attacks are short 
on solid evidence and long on philosophy and theological speculation, they 
are nonetheless influential. 

And how should the resurrection be defended? From the start, the truth 
of Jesus’ resurrection has been known and demonstrated by two means: 
the testimony of authoritative witnesses (Luke 1:2; 2 Pet 1:16) and the 
sight of faith rather than empirical perception ( John 20:29; 1 Pet 1:8). The 
believer experiences the amazing certitude of the Holy Spirit through inti-
mate knowledge of a saving relationship with the risen Lord as proclaimed 
in scripture. And the original eyewitnesses themselves appealed to publicly 
accessible historical facts to defend and present the truth of the resurrection 
(Acts 4:20; 1 Cor 15:3-8; 1 John 1:1-3).5 
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The model of New Testament (NT) apologetics set the stage for the 
Church’s first 1500 years, with heavy emphasis upon the twin pillars of the 
miracles of Jesus and the fulfillment of Old Testament (OT) prophecy in 
his life, death and resurrection. Other Christian apologists responded to 
specific challenges presented in their time using the best tools available to 
them. But the one constant and necessary Christian apologetic has always 
been and will always be the historical bodily resurrection of Jesus: “critical 
sifting of the NT materials makes it indubitable that the Resurrection of 
Jesus held a place of unique importance in the earliest Christian apologetic.”6 

Two resurrection apologetics cases follow, one early in Christian history 
and one contemporary. Analysis of the two reveals striking similarities in the 
attacks on the resurrection and in the defenses. Remarkably different between 
the two cases is the expanded armamentarium available for today’s apologist.

Defending the Resurrection Yesterday

Our first resurrection apologetics case developed in response to what 
many Christians perceived to be a devastating intellectual attack on the 
faith. Sometime around AD 180 a pagan philosopher, Celsus, wrote the 
first truly comprehensive challenge against Christianity, “The True Doc-
trine” (Alēthēs Logos).7 Until that time charges against Christians were 
often based on gross misconceptions, such as the well-known equating 
of the Lord’s Supper with cannibalism.8 Rational Christian articulation 
of doctrines such as Christology and Trinitarianism were nascent during 
this period of the Church’s youth. The intellectually sophisticated assault 
of Celsus exemplified something quite new, upsetting the faith of some 
Christians ill-prepared to respond. 

The particular effectiveness of Celsus’ attacks derives especially from his 
two-pronged perspective. In one section he writes as if a Jew: Christianity is 
a corruption of Judaism, not a completion. Are Christians guilty of contra-
dicting their own scriptures? In another part, Celsus challenges Christianity 
head on from his personal philosophical perspective. And in particular, 
Celsus attacked and ridiculed the very heart of the Christian gospel, the 
resurrection of Jesus. The Christian proposal “that Jesus of Nazareth was 
raised from the dead was just as controversial nineteen hundred years ago 
as it is today. The discovery that dead people stay dead was not first made 
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by the philosophers of the Enlightenment.”9 But Celsus’ anti-resurrection 
arguments seem strikingly contemporary.

For more than a half century “The True Doctrine” remained unanswered 
until a concerned Christian implored Origen to write a response. As a biblical 
scholar, theologian and philosopher renowned for his brilliant mind and tireless 
work habits, Origen was ideally suited for the challenge. Though his doctrinal 
errors were later rightly condemned, Christian apologists (and others) have 
greatly benefited from studying Origen’s masterful Against Celsus.10 In it Origen 
quotes The True Doctrine “verbatim to refute it,”11 and not only 

vindicate[s] the character of Jesus and the credibility of the Christian tradition; 
he also shows that Christians can be so far from being irrational and credulous 
illiterates such as Celsus thinks them to be that they may know more about Greek 
philosophy than the pagan Celsus himself and can make intelligent use of it to 
interpret the doctrines of the Church. In the range of his learning he towers 
above his pagan adversary, handling the traditional arguments of Academy and 
Stoa with masterly ease and fluency.12

In his preface Origen worries that writing

the defense (apologia) that you ask me to compose will weaken the force of the 
defense (apologia) that is in in the mere facts, and detract from the power of 
Jesus which is manifest to those who are not quite stupid. Nevertheless, that 
we may not appear to shirk the task that you have set us, we have tried our best 
to reply to each particular point in Celsus’ book and to refute it ... although his 
arguments cannot shake the faith of any true Christian.13 

Origen goes on to say he is not sure about the faith of any presumed Chris-
tian whose faith can be shaken by such arguments. But because there may 
be people who are “supposed to believe” (tōn pisteuein nomizomenōn)14 who 
are shaken, and if his defense will destroy Celsus’ arguments and clarify the 
truth, then he will do it. At any rate, Celsus’ words “are despised with good 
reason (eulogōs kataphronoumena) even by the ordinary believer in Christ 
(tou tychontos en Christō) on account of the Spirit which is in him.”15 

Celsus’ anti-resurrection strategy utilized counter-theories, plausible 
ways to explain away the miracle. Many of these theories, famously utilized 
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throughout history, continue in use to this day. For instance, Celsus suggests 
that Jesus’ post-mortem appearances may have been due to day-dreaming 
or hallucinations produced by “wishful thinking.”16 Origen counters not 
only were the appearances during daytime, but no evidence in the scriptural 
accounts exists of witnesses being “mentally imbalanced or ... suffering from 
delirium or melancholy (ekphronōn kai phrenitizontōn ē melangcholōntōn).”17 

Celsus charges that Jesus’ resurrection was just a poor copy of the “fan-
tastic tales (terateias)”18 of pagan heroes having descended to Hades and 
returned. But Origen counters that unlike those tales, Jesus dies publicly so 
that no one can claim “that although he appeared to die, he did not really 
do so, but, when he wanted to, again reappeared and told the portentous 
tale (eterateusato) that he had risen from the dead.”19 The resurrection is not 
analogous to pagan mythology precisely because Jesus genuine death was 
confirmed publicly. In one swoop, Origen also has countered one of Celsus’ 
other maneuvers: Jesus’ terrible wounds were not as described.20 Origen 
will have nothing of the swoon theory because Jesus really died, publicly.

Origen not only responds to Celsus’ skepticism about Jesus’ coming to 
life again, Origen insists this new life was embodied. Thomas may have been 
willing to believe Jesus was raised as a spirit but not bodily, which explains 
why Thomas needed not just to see but to touch the risen Jesus. Origen 
makes clear Jesus’ resurrection was bodily.21 

Celsus also denies the historicity of the earthquake and darkness at the 
death of Jesus as inventions (terateian).22 But Origen argues that a historian 
had records of these events.23 Unfortunately, Origen cites someone we now 
know to be a completely unreliable source.24 The point is, however, Origen is 
keen to establish the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. Origen notes Celsus’ 
arbitrary historical criteria which rule out even ancient events that everyone 
accepted such as the Trojan War. Note Origen’s philosophical awareness 
of the limits of historical knowledge: “Before we begin the defense (apolo-
gias), we must say that an attempt to substantiate almost any story, even if 
it is true, and to produce complete certainty25 about it, is one of the most 
difficult tasks and in some cases is impossible.”26 Origen is keen to establish 
the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection, and he sought to do so, as we shall see, 
with far inferior tools than we have today.

Celsus’ Jewish persona asks if “anyone who really died ever rose again 
with the same body?”27 Celsus assumes something here akin to naturalism, 
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that once the body dies it is impossible for it to live again. Origen notes that 
Celsus does not understand Judaism. No Jew would deny resurrections 
because Scripture records that very thing.28 Origen refuses to grant any 
undefended presumption of naturalism.

Ultimately for Origen, “the clear and certain “proof ”29 for the resurrection 
is the changed lives of the disciples. Why would anyone invent the story that 
Jesus had risen from the dead, teach others to be willing to die for it, and 
then personally be willing to die for it themselves? Because no plausible 
answer to this question is apparent, Origen effectively undermined the fraud 
or conspiracy theory.30

Origen’s defense of the raising of Jesus was faithful to the perennial neces-
sities. Jesus’ resurrection was bodily and historical. Not all believers are able 
to defend their faith intellectually. But Origen taught that all believers stand 
on good ground when they trust in the gospel through which the risen Jesus 
powerfully manifests himself. The arguments of unbelievers won’t wreck the 
faith of true believers in which the Holy Spirit works. 

None of this means Origen cannot answer the counter-theories of Celsus 
against the resurrection. These now perennial anti-resurrection strategies 
include alleging the resurrection is a copy of pagan dying-rising myths, or 
that Jesus did not really die on the cross (swoon), or the apostles invented 
the story (conspiracy/fraud), or the disciples’ resurrection experiences were 
strictly mental (wishful thinking, hallucinations, or emotional instability). 
And, not surprisingly, early in church history, Celsus makes an “argument” 
by assuming naturalism: by definition there can be no resurrection. On the 
other hand, Origen finds positive proof for the resurrection in the changed 
lives of the disciples.

If most of the anti-resurrection strategies surfaced already in the second 
century, we shall see that the rational tools for resurrection defense at that 
time paled in comparison to those available now. 

Defending the Resurrection Today

Origen’s Contra Celsum, though early in the history of the Church, was a high 
water mark in resurrection defense in the first millennium. The middle ages 
saw little in the way of development in the field, but also saw little in the way 
of fresh attacks on the resurrection. With the “dawning” of the Enlightenment, 
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however, came a new wave of resurrection debates.31 The challenge became 
especially difficult when Enlightenment philosophy made its home in schools 
training the Church’s leadership. Anti-supernaturalist perspectives applied to 
biblical studies became the norm. And for more than two centuries historical 
Jesus studies, which include the resurrection, have come to be associated with 
skepticism and even antagonism toward the Jesus of the Gospels. The start 
was certainly not auspicious for modern resurrection defense.

Historical Jesus Studies Today
Mark Allan Powell has chaired the Historical Jesus Section of the Society of 
Biblical Literature and was a founding editor of the Journal for the Study of the 
Historical Jesus. After more than two centuries in the making,32 the current 
approach to historical Jesus studies is described by Powell as a science based 
only on historical research employing the same standards used to study 
anyone from antiquity. Scholars often maintain their goal is modest: only 
what can be verified about Jesus. However, “if (as a Christian) you want to 
believe Jesus was born to a virgin, that’s fine, but (as a historian) you must 
recognize that this is not verifiable–at least, not in accord with any criteria that 
are normally employed for historical research.”33 Again, this does not sound 
particularly encouraging for anyone seeking to confirm the resurrection!

In a Society of Biblical Literature Forum piece, Powell described Jesus 
studies in the 1990s as:

a time when Bible scholars could blackball Jesus by dropping little marbles into 
bowls; when headlines could scream, “Scholars Decide: Jesus Did Not Teach the 
Lord’s Prayer”; when John Dominic Crossan could announce that the post-cru-
cifixion body of Jesus was devoured by wild dogs. Jane Schaberg called Jesus 
a (literal) bastard; Meier called him “a marginal Jew”; Leif Vaage said he was 
“a party animal”; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza characterized him as a feminist 
prophet of the goddess Sophia; Crossan described him as “a Galilean hippie in 
a world of Augustan yuppies.” At one meeting I attended, a journalist named 
Russell Shorto—who was covering the event for (get this!) GQ magazine-turned 
to me and said, “You can’t make this stuff up!”34  

But the first decade of 21st century, according to Powell, has seen orthodoxy 
gaining ground. “Conservatives, traditionalists, evangelicals—call them what 
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you will—have entered the field in droves and, in many cases, have seized the 
offensive.”35 Those portraying the Gospels as largely inauthentic portrayals 
of Jesus are now on the defensive. Rationale no longer exists for skepticism 
toward the biblical Gospels by means of historical examination alone.36

In response to these developments, Christianity Today polled several lead-
ing evangelical scholars in the field for their reactions. Craig Keener notes 
that historical methods will not compel faith, but nonetheless are something 
that would have invited him to consider it in his younger unchurched atheist 
days. “I contend that if skeptics really treated the Gospels as they treat other 
historical documents, they would be less skeptical. Using standard historical 
methods, we can challenge many skeptics’ doubts about Jesus.”37 N. T. Wright 
agrees that history “is very good at clearing away the smoke screens behind 
which unfaith often hides. History and faith are, respectively, the left and 
right feet of Christianity.”38 

In the lead piece Scot McKnight seems less sanguine about the field cur-
rently. But the lack of consensus concerning the historical Jesus led him to 
affirm the point upon which all evangelical scholars should agree:

This is what I said to myself: As a historian I think I can prove that Jesus died and 
that he thought his death was atoning. I think I can establish that the tomb was 
empty and that resurrection is the best explanation for the empty tomb. But one 
thing the historical method cannot prove is that Jesus died for our sins and was 
raised for our justification. At some point, historical methods run out of steam 
and energy. Historical Jesus studies cannot get us to the point where the Holy 
Spirit and the church can take us. I know that once I was blind and that I can 
now see. I know that historical methods did not give me sight. They can’t. Faith 
cannot be completely based on what the historian can prove. The quest for the 
real Jesus, through long and painful paths, has proven that much.39  

Of course McKnight is correct that historical studies cannot produce the 
healing necessary for spiritual blindness, but perhaps one might be permitted 
to ask: who ever made such a promise? Even so, his point is important and 
is reminiscent of Origen’s, Christian certainty derives from our personally 
knowing the risen Lord.

But if historical Jesus studies are now cautiously open to “orthodoxy,” 
how do things stand today in the specific field of Jesus resurrection studies?
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Resurrection Studies
If the resurrection of Jesus was historical, then its defense demands examination 
of the relevant historical evidence. Broadly speaking, historical resurrection 
evidence is a subset of the evidence for the historical Jesus. And if current 
historical Jesus studies are somewhat more open to the canonical Jesus, recent 
resurrection studies have significantly outpaced them in apologetic significance. 

Philosopher and apologist, Gary Habermas, has devoted the majority of 
his professional studies to the resurrection of Jesus.40 In 2005 he published a 
study of the previous thirty years of critical Jesus resurrection scholarship.41 
Scholarly general consensus finds surprising amounts of historically accurate 
data in the NT, especially 1 Corinthians 15:1-20. Habermas estimates that a 
3:1 ratio of these scholars conclude in favor of the view that Jesus was actually 
raised from the dead either bodily or in some sort of spiritual body. That is, 
most scholars seemed compelled to admit that some type of resurrection 
happened to Jesus rather than just a personal experience to the disciples. 
Habermas note this proves nothing regarding the resurrection, and “spiritual 
resurrections” are not orthodox. But the trend displays a remarkable recent 
change of scholarly attitude toward the historical resurrection.42 Historical 
data regarding the following issues drive this change in attitude. 

First, approximately seventy-five percent of critical scholars favor argu-
ments for the empty tomb. Second, most scholars affirm that women must 
have initially witnessed the risen Jesus since they were not generally accepted 
witnesses in crucial matters. With very few exceptions scholars hold that 
Jesus followers believed they had seen the risen Jesus. Habermas believes 
this near unanimous scholarly consensus on the disciples’ belief in Jesus 
post-mortem appearances is the most important development in recent 
resurrection studies.43

N. T. Wright takes the matter a step further. He boldly challenges resurrec-
tion scholars that anything less than a historical, bodily resurrection of Jesus 
simply cannot account for the evidence. After a detailed study of the first two 
centuries of Jewish and pagan thought on the resurrection, he is especially 
concerned to refute the commonly held error that the first Christians did 
not believe in bodily resurrection.44 He concludes: 

those who held the remarkably complex but remarkably consistent early Christian 
view gave as their reason that Jesus of Nazareth had himself been raised from the 
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dead. And we have now seen what they meant by this: that on the third day after 
his execution by the Romans, his tomb was empty, and he was found to be alive, 
appearing on various occasions and in various places both to his followers and 
to some who, up to that point, had not been his followers or had not believed, 
convincing them that he was neither a ghost nor a hallucination but that he was 
truly and bodily raised from the dead. This belief about Jesus provides a histor-
ically complete, thorough and satisfying reason for the rise and development of 
the belief that he was Israel’s Messiah and the world’s true lord. It explains the 
early Christian conviction that the long-awaited new age had been inaugurated, 
opening new tasks and possibilities. Above all it explains the belief that the hope 
for the world in general and for Jesus’ followers in particular consisted not in going 
on and on forever, not in an endless cycle of death and rebirth as in Stoicism, 
not in a blessed disembodied immortal existence, but in a newly embodied life, 
a transformed physicality. And we have now seen that the central stories upon 
which this belief was based, though they have been skillfully shaped and edited 
by the four evangelists, retain simple and very early features, features which 
resist the idea that they were made up decades later, but which serve very well 
to explain the developments from Paul onwards.45 

Wright notes that neither an empty tomb nor the appearances alone would 
account for the above.  By itself an empty tomb would be puzzling or tragic. 
And if the tomb was still occupied, any appearances could only be consid-
ered visions or hallucinations.46 All that is required to demonstrate that 
the tomb-plus-appearances combination is not a necessary condition for 
the rise of early Christian belief is the possibility that some other circum-
stance, or combination of circumstances, was equally capable of generating 
this belief.”47 But Wright concludes that no such counter-theory succeeds, 
whether a misplaced tomb or mistaking someone else for a resurrected Jesus 
or the swoon theory.48

Second Resurrection Apologetics Case
As we have seen, Christian apologists in the last two hundred years have faced 
the unique challenge of opponents arising even from within the Church. The 
historical resurrection of Jesus has not only been attacked by non-Christians, 
but also by theologians and biblical scholars. In our second apologetics case, 
we examine a debate with just such a scenario. Bart Ehrman, contending 
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against the resurrection, is not only a NT scholar but also one who claims 
to have been an evangelical believer. Arguing for the historical, bodily res-
urrection is philosopher and apologist William Lane Craig. The debate was 
held at College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, Massachusetts, on March 28, 
2006. What follows is a brief synopsis of the major points.49 

Craig begins the debate by simply laying out his argument. He contends 
four historical facts must be explained: Jesus’ burial, his empty tomb, his 
post-mortem appearances, and the disciples’ resurrection belief. Craig states 
that the best explanation for these four facts is Jesus’ resurrection from the 
dead.50 It is noteworthy that ever since Origen, different apologists may 
choose different historical facts which demand explanation. But they all 
come from the same small pool, with the three main ones being empty tomb, 
appearances, and changed lives. In this debate, Craig is on solid ground in 
light of recent resurrection studies with his four historical data. 

Ehrman opens with two main points, one seemingly historical and the 
other philosophical. First, he says the Gospels were not written by eyewit-
nesses, but were written 30-60 years after the events, and are unreliable 
because they were changed during their oral transmission as evidenced by 
discrepancies.51 Ehrman espouses here a view akin to what Wright describes 
as the “no access” view of the resurrection because there are no true eyewit-
ness accounts.52 Even if one assumes Ehrman’s view that the Gospels were 
not written by eyewitnesses, Wright contends that the “very strong historical 
probability is that when Matthew, Luke and John describe the risen Jesus, 
they are writing down very early oral tradition, representing three different 
ways in which the original astonished participants told the stories.”53 Ehrman 
posits the resurrection stories result from corrupted oral transmissions twisted 
over time by Christians zealous to win converts. Unlike Craig who presented 
relatively uncontroversial scholarly consensus, Ehrman has staked his claim 
on a view not held by the majority of contemporary scholars in the field.

Erhman’s second point is philosophical:

Historians can only establish what probably happened in the past, and by defini-
tion a miracle is the least probable occurrence. And so, by the very nature of the 
canons of historical research, we can’t claim historically that a miracle probably 
happened. By definition, it probably didn’t. And history can only establish what 
probably did ... It’s simply that the canons of historical research do not allow for 
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the possibility of establishing as probable the least probable of all occurrences. 
For that reason, Bill’s four pieces of evidence are completely irrelevant. There 
cannot be historical probability for an event that defies probability, even if the 
event did happen.54

Wright describes this view as the “no analogy” position as made famous by 
Ernst Troeltsch.55 Since the contemporary historian has never experienced 
a resurrection, he is disallowed from writing about one in the past. 

In Craig’s first rebuttal he remarks that Ehrman’s second point is just 
Hume’s old discredited argument against miracles, then he launches into a 
detailed explanation of the probability calculus to show the error.56 One might 
quibble with Craig whether Ehrman’s second point is precisely Humean. 
Hume’s famous assault on miracles remains controversial because he seems to 
argue for weighing the evidence while also seeming to render them impossible 
since no testimony is adequate to establish them.57 Ehrman might respond 
to Craig’s charge that he is simply abiding by contemporary historical Jesus 
methodology as Powell described earlier: “if (as a Christian) you want to 
believe Jesus was born to a virgin, that’s fine, but (as a historian) you must 
recognize that this is not verifiable–at least, not in accord with any criteria 
that are normally employed for historical research.”58 My nitpicking with 
Craig aside, his point is essentially on target. No matter how one rules out 
the possibility of miracles, one has still ruled them out—and has done so 
arbitrarily. Ehrman’s maneuver looks like a smoke screen behind which he 
avoids responding to the historical data at issue. 

Craig’s point with the probability calculus, though likely hard for his 
audience to follow, is simple at its core. Judging the probability of an event 
includes more than just weighing specific evidence, it includes the background 
knowledge we bring to the table. Background knowledge is everything we 
know or assume about the world prior to examining any evidence in light of 
a hypothesis.59 Background knowledge, such as whether God does miracles 
and we can know them, affects probability that our hypothesis will explain 
the evidence. What makes probability calculations controversial is finding 
agreement on the background knowledge, and how prior and posterior 
probabilities should be understood.60 

So, Craig rightly notes that the resurrection’s probability on the background 
knowledge of a naturalist is very low:
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But here, I think, [Ehrman’s] confused. What, after all, is the resurrection hypoth-
esis? It’s the hypothesis that Jesus rose supernaturally from the dead. It is not 
the hypothesis that Jesus rose naturally from the dead. That Jesus rose naturally 
from the dead is fantastically improbable. But I see no reason whatsoever to 
think that it is improbable that God raised Jesus from the dead.  In order to show 
that that hypothesis is improbable, you’d have to show that God’s existence is 
improbable. But Dr. Ehrman says that the historian cannot say anything about 
God. Therefore, he cannot say that God’s existence is improbable. But if he can’t 
say that, neither can he say that the resurrection of Jesus is improbable. So Dr. 
Ehrman’s position is literally self-refuting.61

Craig then responds to Ehrman’s first point. Ehrman may not feel the Gos-
pels are as historically reliable as he would like. But the question is whether 
they establish Craig’s four facts. Ehrman’s claim of inconsistencies between 
the Gospels is not relevant unless he can show them to be irresolvable, lie at 
the heart of the narrative rather than in details, and that it’s impossible that 
any one of the Gospels get the facts correct. Craig notes:

the Gospels all agree that 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 
Roman 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 sealed 
with a stone. Certain women followers of Jesus, including Mary Magdalene, who 
is always named, having observed his interment, visited his tomb early Sunday 
morning, only to find it empty. Thereafter, Jesus appeared alive from the dead 
to his disciples, including Peter, who then became proclaimers of the message 
of his resurrection.62

Craig then notes that N. T. Wright’s study of the resurrection narratives 
concludes the historical probability of the empty tomb and appearances 
being so high as to be virtually certain, comparable to the death of Augustus 
or the fall of Jerusalem. Craig contends then that the debate is not really 
about these established historical facts but the best explanation for them. 

In my view, Craig has effectively exposed Ehrman’s strategy of refusing to 
account for the facts. Ehrman is philosophically ham-fisted and out of sync 
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with current historical Jesus studies on the issue of the canonical Gospels’ 
reliability. Moreover, Craig could have effectively utilized the research of 
Habermas that, in light of the historical evidence, resurrection scholars 
today do find that something “resurrection-like” occurred by a 3:1 margin. 

In his first rejoinder, Ehrman tacitly concedes an important point to 
Craig. Because the majority of NT scholars agree about Craig’s four points 
doesn’t mean they are correct. Here Ehrman simply states the obvious, but 
this obscures that Ehrman is the one out of sync with NT scholarship. But to 
add seeming weight to his point, Ehrman then tries to undermine these 
scholars. He claims the majority of them believe in the NT. This astonishing 
“rebuttal,” then, claims the majority of NT scholars agree with Craig’s four 
points—which seem to infer the resurrection—because they are biased like 
Craig due to believing NT scripture. But then Ehrman remarkably claims 
the majority of critical historical Jesus scholars disagree with Craig that a 
historian can demonstrate the resurrection.63 

Several things stand out here. First, Craig was not trying to prove the res-
urrection. His claim was that the resurrection explains the facts better than 
the naturalistic alternatives. Second, Ehrman has just sought to undermine 
these same scholars by insinuating they are biased because they believe in 
the NT. Why then do they now not believe in the NT regarding the resur-
rection? Third, the research of Habermas demonstrates that the majority of 
critical scholars in recent years do tend to hold to some kind of resurrection 
(even if of the unorthodox spiritual body variety). 

Ehrman finally addresses the post-mortem appearances by claiming the 
ancients did not necessarily believe such appearances entailed resurrected 
bodies. He claims Craig is a post-Enlightenment thinker who just assumes 
this reanimation of the body.64 Surely this is an odd claim to say the least. 
“Enlightenment thinkers” don’t believe in bodily resurrections, but ancient 
Jews and Christians clearly did. Most importantly, Ehrman has not dealt 
with the evidence for the empty tomb—at all.

Craig concludes the debate on a personal note by calling attention to “the 
experiential approach:”

You see, if Christ is really risen from the dead as the evidence indicates, then that 
means that Jesus is not just some ancient figure in history or a picture on a stained 
glass window. It means that he is alive today and can be known experientially. 
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For me, Christianity ceased to be just a religion or a code to live by when I gave 
my life to Christ and experienced a spiritual rebirth in my own life. God became 
a living reality to me. The light went on where before there was only darkness, 
and God became an experiential reality, along with an overwhelming joy and 
peace and meaning that He imparted to my life. And I would simply say to you 
that if you’re looking for that sort of meaning, purpose in life, then look not only 
at the historical evidence, but also pick up the New Testament and begin to read 
it and ask yourself whether or not this could be the truth. I believe that it can 
change your life in the same way that it has changed mine.65

Ehrman’s concluding remarks lay out his naturalistic hypothesis. He states 
that the first disciples in their disappointment over Jesus’ death, turned to 
the scriptures. They found texts that made sense to them that the Messiah 
would die and be vindicated or exalted. The reasoning of the disciples worked 
like this:

if Jesus is exalted, he is no longer dead, and so Christians started circulating 
the story of his resurrection. It wasn’t three days later they started circulating 
the story; it might have been a year later, maybe two years. Five years later 
they didn’t know when the stories had started. Nobody could go to the tomb 
to check; the body had decomposed. Believers who knew he had been raised 
from the dead started having visions of him. Others told stories about these 
visions of him, including Paul. Stories of these visions circulated. Some of them 
were actual visions like Paul, others of them were stories of visions like the five 
hundred group of people who saw him. On the basis of these stories, narratives 
were constructed and circulated and eventually we got the Gospels of the New 
Testament written 30, 40, 50, 60 years later.66

Ehrman utilizes creative reasoning to arrive at his theory. Early disciples, 
though discouraged by their Messiah’s death, read into scriptural texts that 
the prophets predicted this. Those same passages allude to the servant’s 
exaltation. Agreement develops in the community over these texts and 
they are shared widely. Over time exaltation themes evolve into-raised-to-
spiritual-life (“spiritual” resurrection) themes, especially as the stories are 
told and retold—and altered by Christians zealous to win converts. Since 
Jesus’ body has decomposed, no one can return to the tomb to disconfirm 
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a resurrection. (Which is it: did they believe in a “spiritual” or a bodily 
resurrection? And what of the Jewish practice of collecting the bones into 
ossuaries after decomposition of the body?) The stories of “resurrection” 
nurture visions among the disciples which cement the risen Jesus theme 
in the developing oral traditions. After several decades, the traditions form 
the backbone of the written canonical Gospels. The evidence adduced by 
Ehrman for all of this consists of alleged inconsistencies in the Gospels 
coupled with historical methodological naturalism. 

A Personal Defense of the Resurrection

Lessons learned from resurrection scholarship can be put to use in the ser-
vice of personal apologetics. So I now turn to the way I practice personal 
defense of the resurrection. Even when unbelievers I speak with have not 
read Bart Ehrman type books, they likely are influenced by these kinds of 
ideas. And since the resurrection of Jesus is central to the Christian faith, I 
want to proclaim and defend its truth against such ideas. 

In setting the context for this, I need to address how I share and defend 
the Gospel. When meeting with unbelieving individuals, my goal is to pres-
ent the Gospel. Unless those who hear me then receive Christ the Lord, 
they will raise objections to the Gospel. At that point I become a personal 
apologist because personal apologetics is the flip side of personal evangelism. 
When someone says “no” to the gospel, I want to address whatever ideas 
and opinions they hold between them and Christ (2 Cor 10:5). I want the 
unbeliever to reconsider.  

When addressing a large group I essentially do all the talking. My apolo-
getic monologue targets the “typical” listener in the audience. I try to select 
a one-size-fits-all talk to reach the most people. But in contrast to this mass 
approach, I view personal evangelism/apologetics as a dialogue in a specific 
context with a particular unbeliever. The gospel does not change, but how 
I share and explain it will differ according to the individual context. I have 
learned that stock approaches to apologetics in these situations are not the most 
helpful. For instance, conversation points with a twenty year old holding to 
postmodern spirituality will likely not be on target with a fifty year old scientist. 

With individuals I ask questions and listen so I can diagnose the roots of 
unbelief in heart and mind. I want to understand what particular issues stand 
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as barriers between them and Christ. Then I can ask the right questions and 
discuss the concerns relevant to them. Perhaps the right questions may help 
my unbelieving friends reflect deeply for the first time on what they believe. 
More than likely they have never been asked what matters most and what 
they think of Jesus.67 

Though never trying to force any particular chronology to the conversation, 
I do keep in mind gospel issues which ideally should be discussed. Typically I 
raise these as questions which reflect the structure of all worldviews: “Where 
did I come from? What’s wrong? What’s the solution? Where am I going?” 
With this type conversation I am able to keep biblical/gospel answers on 
the table while having them articulate and defend theirs. I seek clarity on 
important issues where we differ. On important agreements I ask which 
worldview explains things best. I respectfully ask the unbeliever to sort out 
inconsistencies in his worldview I have detected. And I utilize the very best 
relevant knowledge I can bring to bear in confirmation of the gospel.

So how do I present and defend the resurrection in these personal situa-
tions? The resurrection necessarily should come up because, as we have seen, 
there is no gospel without it. Issues pertaining to science often come up in 
discussing “where did I come from?” Philosophical and, of course, theological 
issues surface in discussing “what’s wrong?” But the historical Jesus and his 
resurrection come to the fore when focused on “what’s the solution?” and 
“where am I going?” And in the case of Jesus and his resurrection, this must 
come up and be discussed if we are having a true gospel conversation. Unlike 
any other apologetic issue or strategy, the historical Jesus and his resurrection are 
non-negotiable issues necessary to be discussed in full-orbed gospel discussions. 

The natural introduction for discussion of the resurrection is the subject 
of Jesus of Nazareth. I relish asking unbelievers what they think of Jesus. 
They need to think about him. If they say they are not interested, I ask why 
since he is the most influential person in history. I point out that he’s not like 
anyone else. Have you read the Gospels? Did you know they are the earliest 
and most reliable sources we have regarding him? What is the significance of his 
life? Because I believe the gospel is God’s power for salvation, as simply and 
as clearly as I can I lay out the purpose of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. 

I think it vital to ask: where are we going when we die? After my unbeliev-
ing friend answers (e.g., reincarnation), I ask them how they know. I point 
out that Jesus of Nazareth is the only person who ever died and came back 
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to life bodily—never to die again. Of course that claim seems incredible to 
them, but it should! When they ask me how I know, I then share some of 
the basic resurrection scholarship (empty tomb, post-mortem appearances, 
and changed lives of the disciples). Since these facts are widely accepted by 
critical scholars today, I ask my friend how they account for these details. If 
they propose a counter-theory, I try to show them why for a very long time 
that theory has been discredited, even by non-believers. I am willing to go 
into the details as deeply as they want (or as I can!). In the end, I point out 
that no rejections of Jesus and his resurrection, including the rejections of 
scholars like Ehrman, are based on scientific, historical, archaeological, or 
manuscript evidence. All rejections are philosophically (e.g., miracles cannot 
happen) or theologically based (e.g., Jesus cannot be the savior of the world).

Before our time together is over, I again invite them to read the Gospels 
and offer to give them a Bible if they don’t have one. If possible, I suggest 
relevant books for them to read, and ask if we can get together again to discuss 
these things. I encourage them to ask God to show them the truth about 
Jesus. God as a person can be known, but they must call on him. 

My prayer and expectation is that even after our conversation is over, the 
Holy Spirit will bring Jesus and his resurrection to their mind. In the end, I 
entrust that person to the Lord, resting in the thought that the gospel never 
fails: it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes. When unbe-
lievers reject Christ, the gospel has not failed. Likewise, even if unbelievers 
reject Jesus and the truth of his resurrection, the evidence God has graciously 
provided has not failed either. 

A Concluding Personal Word on the Resurrection

My becoming a follower of Jesus Christ in June of 1973 was not my doing. 
While reading the Gospels so I could say they were nonsense, the risen Jesus 
revealed himself to me. My life was completely turned around. I suddenly 
knew I believed in him and in his book, the Bible. But I had no way to defend 
what, or better, him whom I knew. I could only tell others: “read the Gospels 
for yourself and see!” Friends and family expressed concern that I was letting 
religion ruin my life. In the midst of that wild and glorious first week, I made 
a confession to God: “Lord, you seem more real to me than my next breath, 
but if I ever find out you are not, then I will stop living the Christian life.” Of 
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course the prayer was strange and naïve. But little could I know that for the 
next four decades, I would have ample opportunity to see if my faith in Jesus 
was based on fantasy, or if it could stand up to rigorous rational scrutiny. 

Later I would learn that, just like all true Christians, my sense of genuinely 
knowing the resurrected Jesus issued from the gracious certifying work 
of the Spirit. But I am one of those believers who want not only to know 
that Jesus and the Bible are true, but also why. So it was with great joy that 
before long I began reading books about the evidence for the historical, 
bodily resurrection of Jesus. Resurrection studies had not blossomed then 
as today, but books that demonstrated the inability of counter-theories to 
account for the resurrection data deeply resonated with my soul. The more 
I read, the more I became convinced that belief in Jesus not only could but 
should be rationally defended.

Over the coming decades I realized how incredibly blessed I was to be 
living during the time which birthed a Golden Era in Christian apologetics. 
Less than 100 years ago orthodox Christianity had lost her major intellectual 
institutions to liberalism and secularism. Evolutionary naturalism was widely 
rumored to be proven true by modern science. Philosophy viewed itself as 
science’s official executioner of all things superstitious, especially religion. 
And theology itself would herald the news that God is dead.

But God in his mercy has not left himself without witness. Science itself 
led the way in the rebirth of apologetics. While philosophers and theologians 
debated whether God-talk was even possible, discoveries by astronomers 
and physicists led again to discussions of creation ex nihilo. Discovery of 
the fine-tuning of the universe revealed a fundamental teleology beyond 
the wildest imaginations of Aristotle or Paley. Even recalcitrant biology 
would be dragged into that discussion with the discovery of DNA. Analytic 
philosophy, just a half century ago was virtually synonymous with atheism, 
but has now become the home for robust Christian work in philosophy of 
religion, ethics, epistemology and much more in the service of apologetics 
and theology. And speaking of theology, orthodox systematic and biblical 
theologians now produce major scholarly works widely read and respected. 
No one just decades ago could have imagined the depth of the apologetics 
landscape today.68

And in my mind, nothing is more significant in apologetics today than the 
maturing of Jesus’ resurrection studies—because nothing is more central 
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to the gospel. Of course, if even the power of the gospel can be rejected, we 
should not be surprised if our defense of its central truth, the resurrection, 
is rejected. “It will always be possible for ingenious historians to propose 
yet more variations on the theme of how the early Christian belief could 
have arisen, and taken the shape it did, without either an empty tomb or 
appearances of Jesus.”69 But for me, after these forty years of knowing the 
Lord, and having seen how irrational I would be to deny what I know of his 
resurrection evidence, I can no longer even conceive how to doubt he is risen. 
Were it possible for me to walk away from him, it would not be due to doubt. 
He is risen indeed!
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SBJT Forum

SBJT: When one thinks of crucial and important chapters on the resur-
rection in the New Testament, 1 Corinthians 15 immediately comes to 
mind. Briefly describe the significant contribution this chapter makes 
to our thinking about the theme of the resurrection.

Stephen J. Wellum: It is certainly the case that 
1 Corinthians 15 is of singular importance in 
our understanding of the resurrection. Iron-
ically, this wonderful chapter was written by 
the apostle Paul in response to some of the sad 
theological errors present in the Corinthian 
church. In responding to these errors, Paul, 
under the inspiration of the Spirit, writes this 
chapter and details for us some very important 
truths regarding the resurrection. It is crucial to 
remember that the Corinthians did not deny the 
reality of Christ’s bodily resurrection as central 
in securing for believers salvation from sin and 
hope for the future. Instead, what they denied 
was their future resurrection. Unfortunately 

they did not “see” the organic connection between Christ’s resurrection 
and ours and thus began to deny the reality of a future bodily resurrection 
for believers as part of our redemption in Christ. In other words, they did 
not grasp the biblical relationship between what Christ did in his death and 
resurrection and its implications for us.

Was this an insignificant error, something which Christians can differ 
on yet still be Christians? Paul did not think so. He responds to their false 
thinking in the strongest of terms. In fact, he argues that a denial of a future 
bodily resurrection for believers, in reality, is a denial of the gospel! Why? 
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Because what is true of Christ as our covenant head and Redeemer must 
also be true of those who are in faith union with him. Denying our bodily 
resurrection is tantamount to denying Christ’s resurrection, but since Christ 
is raised from the dead, we, as his people, must also be raised otherwise 
Christ’s work has failed and our salvation is incomplete.

The significant contributions this chapter makes to our understanding 
of the resurrection are manifold. First and foremost, the chapter is a great 
reminder of the centrality and utter significance of Christ’s resurrection to 
God’s redemptive purposes. Christ Jesus who died is truly raised from the 
dead, not merely as another resurrection or better, resuscitations alongside 
other ones in Scripture (since we assume that those who came back from 
life died again awaiting the final resurrection at the end of time), but as the 
resurrection of all resurrections, the firstfruits of the final consummated state 
to come. Paul reminds us that Jesus’ cross and resurrection are the events 
that restore what was lost in Adam and which have ushered in the dawning 
of the new creation. Christ’s work is of singular importance and whatever 
happens to us in the future is completely due to what he has done and the 
application of his work to his people. Paul reminds us that Christ’s work, in 
fact, has sent in motion an inevitable chain of events that will only be com-
pleted when all of God’s enemies are destroyed, including death itself. That 
is why Christ’s resurrection demands our resurrection: if we are not raised 
bodily from the grave, death is never truly defeated and God can never be “all 
in all.” Ultimately, unless death is destroyed and we are raised, God’s place 
as sovereign Lord of the creation, history, and redemption is in question.

In addition, another important contribution this chapter makes to our 
understanding of the resurrection is Paul’s discussion of the nature of our 
resurrection bodies and the future state of the believer. There are not many 
places in the New Testament where this discussion takes place. We see in 
the Gospels something of what a resurrection body looks like as we witness 
Christ’s resurrection appearances, and in 2 Corinthians 5 Paul discusses 
something about our resurrection bodies. Yet it is 1 Corinthians 15 which 
gives us the most detailed discussion and it is this contribution which I 
would like to highlight. 

Starting a new section in v. 34, Paul anticipates a skeptical objection: “How 
are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they come?” (v. 35). Paul is 
clear that our future resurrection is a physical resurrection in a transformed 
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body, patterned after Christ, and perfectly suited for our final state. Due to 
the organic relationship between Christ and his people, since Christ was 
raised bodily, there must of necessity be a bodily resurrection for believers. 
However, our resurrection body is not merely a resuscitation of a dead body, 
rather it is a body adapted to the new conditions of the future. There is, then, 
both continuity and discontinuity between our present bodies and those 
of the resurrection. Our present bodies are earthly, natural (psychikon), 
subject to decay, but the raised body is heavenly, spiritual (pneumatikon), 
and incorruptible. The final result is a glorious resurrection transformation 
of both the dead and the living wherein the final enemy, death, is swallowed 
up in victory.  

In this section, there are three interlocking and ascending steps that Paul 
makes to ground what he has said: (1) An appeal to the natural order that 
God has made to argue for the reasonableness of the resurrection body (vv. 
36-44). (2) An appeal to the nature of Christ’s resurrection body to argue 
for the certainty of the resurrection body (vv. 45-49). (3) An appeal for 
the absolute necessity of the resurrection in order for believers to enter our 
heavenly existence and for God’s plan of redemption to be complete (vv. 
50-57). Let us briefly comment on each of these steps. 

First, in vv. 36-44, Paul appeals to what God has made in the natural order, 
to seeds and kinds of bodies (sōma)—an appeal not only from the known 
to the unknown, but also an appeal to analogy. In such an appeal, Paul links 
together the way God has ordered the natural world to the reasonableness 
of the resurrection body. Paul first appeals to how God has designed a seed. 
One ought to notice from nature that it is only when the seed is sown and 
dies that “life” comes (v. 36). Death then is a kind of precondition for life, 
not in the sense that Paul thinks death is an inevitable fact of the universe, 
but in the sense that God has so ordered nature, particularly the seed that 
it “demonstrates that out of death a new expression of life springs forth.” 
Even in death, God’s purposes are not thwarted. Why then should the Cor-
inthians find it incredible that in the case of their death, the resurrection 
body comes as a new expression of life? “What is sown is perishable, what 
is raised is imperishable” (v. 42). Paul then goes one step further: not only 
does the seed in the natural realm demonstrate that life arises out of death, 
it also displays that the life that comes forth does so in a transformed body 
(vv. 37-38). In other words, the end product of the seed planted in the 
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ground does not look like the original seed, even though there is obviously 
some kind of continuity. By analogy, if God has so arranged and ordered the 
natural realm in this way, then why is it hard to imagine that God is not able 
to transform our present bodies, which will die and be buried, into that of a 
transformed, resurrection body? Paul concludes: “It is sown in dishonor, it 
is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power” (v. 43). Lastly, 
Paul also observes the fact from the natural realm that God gives to each 
seed its own kind of body adapted to its own kind of existence (vv. 38-41). 
By analogy, if God has so ordered the natural realm this way, then why is it 
hard to imagine God doing this in the case of the resurrection body? Just 
as God creates every seed or thing with its own kind of body adapted to its 
own kind of existence, so God makes our resurrection bodies adapted to a 
future resurrection existence. Paul concludes: “It is sown a physical body, it 
is raised a spiritual body (sōma pneumatikon)” (v. 44), i.e., a body adapted 
for our final consummated state dominated by the Spirit of God, living in 
a new creation. 

Second, in vv. 45-49, Paul does not want to leave his argument merely 
at the reasonable level; instead he wants to argue for the certainty of our 
resurrection body due to our union with Christ. He once again develops 
the Adam-Christ typological relation but this time to demonstrate that the 
kind of body we will have as believers is patterned after Christ’s resurrection 
body. Paul quotes from Genesis 2:7 (v. 45). Paul’s main point is that Adam 
was given a certain kind of body at creation—a natural (psychē) body; a body 
of the earth; a body, which as a result of sin, is subject to death and decay, 
and “in Adam” we bear his likeness. But Christ is different; he is a life-giving 
spirit (pneuma zōopoioun) since his life is the life of heaven itself, and as the 
head of his people, his resurrection body, thankfully, becomes the pattern 
for us—a certain pattern. But Paul reminds the Corinthians, the reality of 
our resurrection, patterned after Christ’s resurrection, is still future. Just as 
we have worn the image of Adam, so we shall wear the “image of the man of 
heaven” (see v. 49). Even though the new order that Christ has inaugurated 
has already broken in, we must still await the future when our lowly bodies 
will be transformed, fitted for the condition of the consummated state. This 
is what the Corinthians have failed to understand.

Third, in vv. 50-57, Paul finishes this glorious chapter but raising his argu-
ment a notch. He is not merely content to argue for the reasonableness or 
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even the certainty of our resurrection body; instead he insists for the absolute 
necessity of it. Our perishable and mortal body must (dei) be clothed with that 
which is imperishable and immortal (v. 53). Believers, whether dead or alive, 
must be transformed in order to enter the kingdom of God in its fullness 
(see vv. 50, 53-54). This was something the Corinthians forgot. They were 
influenced by false beliefs which ultimately undermined the significance of 
the physical order, but Paul does not agree. The triune God of redemption 
is also the God of creation, and given that sin has marred God’s good order, 
redemption is not complete until sin and death are destroyed. But for death 
to be destroyed completely there must of necessity be the resurrection of 
the dead. Biblically, one cannot think of the final state of believers without 
resurrected, transformed bodies. Built on creation-fall structures, if God is 
truly to redeem his people and transform this world, Christ must not only 
be raised but we must be raised with him. Without Christ’s resurrection; 
without our resurrection in him, there is no biblical salvation. That is why 
all those who die in Christ and those of us who are alive when Christ returns 
will, and must, be raised and transformed. God’s plan of salvation is only 
complete when it is so.

When will this take place? At the end; in an instant; when the trumpet 
sounds.  Those who are alive when Christ returns will be transformed (v. 51). 
Those who are dead will come out of their graves—transformed (v. 52). And 
it must be so. Our bodies, whether dead or alive, in their present “natural” 
form must be transformed into the image of our Lord Jesus Christ and his 
glorious resurrection body. For it is only then that what Christ inaugurated 
in his first coming will be consummated in his second. The long chain of 
decay and death inaugurated by the first Adam will finally be irrevocably 
broken by the last Adam. Death itself, the last enemy, finally and definitively, 
will be destroyed. 

Even though Paul’s discussion of our resurrection bodies is short, it is still 
of vital importance. In this chapter we learn that our future state as believers 
is one in which we are bodily raised, transformed, and glorified. Forever 
and ever we will dwell in God’s presence, living in a renewed universe, carry 
out our tasks as image-bearers for his glory. In such a state, as Paul wonder-
fully states, our resurrection bodies will be imperishable (phtharton) and 
immortal (athanasian), that is, sustained by God’s power and grace forever. 
Like Christ’s resurrection body, our resurrection bodies will be fitted for 
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the new creation. They will not be susceptible to disease or death. They will 
be physical bodies raised in “glory,” “power,” and “dominated and directed 
by Holy Spirit” (pneumatikos) with some kind of continuity with our pres-
ent bodies but gloriously transformed. May Paul’s wonderful teaching on 
the resurrection give us comfort and hope in this world as we long for the 
appearing of our Lord and the our final resurrection state.

SBJT: How should a pastor preach the resurrection of Christ?

Robert Vogel: The resurrection of Jesus Christ 
is commonly acknowledged to be the central 
doctrine of Christian theology and faith. The 
doctrine and its significance are prominently 
featured in Scripture, particularly in the New 
Testament. That the doctrine is notably pre-
sented in the preaching of Peter and Paul (e.g., 
Acts 2:24, 32; 3:15; 13:30, 34; 17:31; 1 Cor 15) 
suggests that it ought to be featured prominently 
in the preaching of the contemporary Christian 
preacher as well. 

Accordingly, a faithful Christian preacher 
could not, and certainly should not, expect to 

neglect the proclamation of this great truth. Indeed, an expository preacher, 
especially when preaching in the New Testament, would have to work to 
avoid this doctrine. While hints of the doctrine exist in the Old Testament, it 
explicitly pervades the New Testament. And preaching resurrection texts, the 
pastor will discover that resurrection truth is at once theological and practical.

So if this teaching is so prominent and pervasive in the Scriptures and in 
Christian theology, how should a faithful pastor preach the doctrine of the 
resurrection of Christ? What follows are a few suggestions.

1. Preach the centrality of the resurrection to the Gospel. The resurrection 
of Christ is central to the good news that a gracious God sees fit to redeem 
fallen sinners. While the Gospel may be seen as a broad and comprehensive 
manifestation of divine grace, the heart of the Gospel, summed up by the 
apostle Paul, features the death of Christ for our sins (confirmed by his burial) 
and his resurrection on the third day (confirmed by his post-resurrection 

Robert Vogel is the Carl E. Bates 

Professor of Christian Preaching 

and Associate Vice President for 

Institutional Advancement at The 

Southern Baptist Theological Sem-

inary. Prior to this role he served as 

Professor of Homiletics for twenty 

years at Western Seminary, where 

he also served as an Associate Dean 

and Director of the Doctor of Min-

istry Program.



SBJT Forum

145

appearances). Both his death and resurrection were “according to the Scrip-
tures,” indicating the anticipation of this Gospel truth in the Old Testament 
(1 Cor 15:3-4).

2. Preach the resurrection of Christ in evangelistic appeals. Because Christ’s 
resurrection is at the heart of the Gospel, it is foundational to the Gospel’s 
application in the salvation of sinners. Paul said as much: “I make known to 
you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, 
in which also you stand, by which also you are saved (1 Cor 15:1-2). Thus, 
a rightly-informed evangelistic appeal should call sinners to believe and 
confess Christ’s resurrection: “that if you confess with your mouth Jesus 
as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you 
will be saved; for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, 
and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation” (Rom 10:9, 10).

3. Preach the necessity of the resurrection to validate the believer’s faith. Paul 
contends that if Christ is not raised, our faith is vain (empty) and worthless, 
and we are yet in our sins (1 Cor 15:14, 17). The gracious promises of God 
attendant to salvation are a cruel deception, if Christ is not raised from the dead. 
But Christ is risen, and the faith of believers is validated (1 Cor 15:20). The 
resurrection is God’s stamp of divine approval on the redemptive work of the 
cross, and the basis of our confidence that we have been justified (Rom 4:23-25).

Peter also establishes the connection of the resurrection to our confident 
hope of eternal salvation: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who according to his great mercy has caused us to be born again to a 
living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Pet 1:3-5).

4. Preach the resurrection of Christ as the pattern for our own future bodily 
resurrection. Salvation extends not only to the believer’s soul, but also to the 
body. As death separates soul and body, resurrection reunites the two. Having 
established the centrality of the resurrection in the Gospel and in our faith, 
Paul contends that Christ, in his resurrection, is the first fruits of “those who 
are asleep” (1 Cor 15:20). His resurrection (the first) is the promise of like 
kind to those to follow. That is, believers will likewise be raised with glorified 
bodies, not those mortal and perishable, but rather one that is imperishable 
(1 Cor 15:35-49).  

This message is a practical truth of great hope and comfort to believers. 
When grieving the death of a loved one, or facing the reality of our own 
mortality, we need an authoritative word concerning a future beyond our 
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present experience. The preaching of the resurrection of Christ and its prac-
tical significance for our eternal future satisfies that life question (see John 
11:25; 1 Thess 4:14).

5. Preach the resurrection’s necessity for Christ’s present priestly work. Among 
several aspects of the infinite superiority of Christ, the book of Hebrews pres-
ents the resurrected and exalted Lord Jesus (Heb 1:3; see also Eph 1:19-22) 
in his ongoing priestly work. Indeed, the superiority of his priesthood over 
that of the old covenant is, in part, because while Aaron and his descendants 
died, Jesus continues forever, holding his priesthood permanently (Heb 
7:23-25). As our Savior and great high priest, Jesus intercedes for us before 
the Father, a ministry directly tied to his resurrection (Rom 8:34).

6. Preach the apologetic significance of the resurrection of Christ. The res-
urrection of Jesus is a common topic treated in Christian apologetics due 
to the centrality of the doctrine in the Christian faith, and because its his-
torical factuality is often denied and the bodily nature of the resurrection 
is widely debated. A faithful pastor should teach and preach the doctrine 
with emphasis on the apologetic arguments in its defense. Ample textual 
evidence exists, particularly in the Gospels, to establish the historical, bodily 
resurrection of Christ (accounts of ten post-resurrection appearances are 
found in the Gospels), and the epistolary explication of the event further 
confirms this understanding (see e.g., 1 Cor 15). Faithful exposition of 
these texts, coupled with familiar apologetic arguments, will equip con-
gregations of believers with a right understanding of and basis for belief 
in this crucial doctrine.  

Moreover, the resurrection of Jesus has apologetic importance related 
to the reliability of Christ’s claims. For example, Paul asserts that Jesus was 
declared (shown) to be the Son of God by his resurrection (Rom 1:4); that 
is, claims of his deity were verified by his resurrection. Also, during his earthly 
ministry, Jesus asserted that his resurrection would validate (as a sign) his 
authority ( John 2:18-22).

Faithful Christian preaching is multi-faceted, for it expounds the breadth 
and depth of biblical teaching on a wide range the themes. But the common, 
central core of Christian preaching is the Gospel, and at the heart of the 
Gospel is Christ’s resurrection. We serve a risen Savior, and proclaiming this 
truth lifts preaching to a high plain of celebration, worship, and edification.
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SBJT: It has been argued by eminent historians like David Bebbing-
ton that one of the distinguishing marks of evangelical Christianity 
is “crucicentrism.” And yet, in the examples of preaching given in the 
New Testament, the Book of Acts, for example, the preaching of the 
resurrection is a major component of apostolic proclamation. Does 
this mean that our Evangelical forebears have not been fully biblical 
at this point?

Michael A. G. Haykin: There is no doubt that 
Professor Bebbington is right when he identi-
fies crucicentrism as a key mark of Evangelical 
Christianity. Yet, this does not mean that Evan-
gelicals in days gone by did not acknowledge 
the importance of the resurrection of Christ. 
Take, Andrew Fuller (1754–1815), for example. 
This eighteenth-century Evangelical Baptist pas-
tor-theologian focused much of this preaching 
on the cross. Yet, he equally affirmed that “a 
belief in the resurrection of Christ is allowed, 
on all hands, to be essential to salvation, as it is 
an event upon which the truth of Christianity 
rests” and he cited 1 Corinthians 15:14–15 and 
Romans 10:9 as proof. For him, 1 Corinthians 
15:3–4, which mentions the death, burial and 
resurrection of Christ, is a key definition of the 
gospel. As he stated of this definition: “Here also 
we see what is the gospel, and what that is on 
which the present standing and final salvation 
of Christians depends.”

In another place, arguing from Revelation 
1:18’s statement of the risen Jesus, “I am he that liveth and was dead,” Fuller 
pointed out that if our salvation was accomplished by the death of Christ alone 
without the resurrection, what joy would there have been in that? In his words: 

What would the feast be, if the Lord of the feast were not there? Though, in 
enduring the death of the cross, he had ‘spoiled principalities and powers,’ and 
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‘made a show of them openly’; yet if he had not lived to enjoy his triumphs, what 
would they have been to the redeemed, and even to the angelic world? If the 
King’s Son had been lost, the victory of that day would have been turned into 
mourning. If it had been possible for him to be holden of death, the loss to the 
moral empire of God must have exceeded the gain, and the saved themselves 
must have been ashamed to appear in heaven at the expense of the general good!

But, Fuller went on: “But we are not called to so painful a trial. Our salvation, 
expensive as it was, was not at this expense. He was dead, but he liveth! 
“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to 
his abundant mercy hath begotten us again unto a lively hope by the resur-
rection of Jesus Christ from the dead!”” Thus, for Fuller, the resurrection of 
Christ was not only essential to the salvation of the people of God, but also 
to their “felicity in heaven.” 

Our Evangelical forebears as evidenced by Fuller knew that it was the cross 
and the resurrection which was both required for our glorious salvation in 
Christ. Today, may we never separate what God has joined together and may 
we preach Christ crucified and risen from the dead as central to the Gospel 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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Book Reviews
Galatians. Concordia Commentary. By A. Andrew Das. St. Louis, MO: 
Concordia Publishing House, 2014, lxix, 738 pp., $54.99 hardback.

A. Andrew Das serves as the Donald W. and Betty J. Buik Chair of Reli-
gious Studies at Elmhurst College in Elmhurst, IL. His fresh and substantial 
contribution to the Concordia Commentary series represents some of the 
best of contemporary, conservative Lutheran scholarship. Like other vol-
umes in the series, Das’s commentary engages current scholarly discussion 
concerning Galatians, Paul, and his theology, with respect, reflection, and 
genuine interaction. The aim of the series is to enable and equip pastors and 
teachers of the Scriptures to proclaim the Gospel with greater clarity and 
accuracy.  For those with ears to hear: that means not only Lutheran pastors 
and teachers, but any and all who regard the Gospel as central to Christian 
preaching and teaching. Here is a contribution from Lutherans and for 
Lutherans that serves the larger body of Christ. True, Das’s commentary 
might “infect” readers with elements of Lutheran thought.  But from my 
perspective, that is all to the good. 

The “Editor’s Preface” (x-xiii) clarifies the guidelines and presuppositions 
of the series:  1) Jesus Christ in his saving work is the ultimate message 
and content of Scripture. The commentaries are thus to be Trinitarian and 
Christ-centered. 2) The Scriptural witness to Christ takes the form of Law 
and Gospel, demand and gift. This form is not limited to particular language, 
but appears within a variety of ways within Scripture. The commentaries 
are in this sense to be Evangelical. 3) The Scriptures are God’s vehicle for 
communicating the Gospel.  Together with Evangelicals (in the broader 
sense of the term), the authors of the commentaries maintain a high view 
of Scripture. 4) The Scriptures have as their target and purpose the creation 
and sustenance of the church instead of the scholar’s desk. The pulpit and 
the pew are the decisive context for the interpretation of Scripture. As the 
series itself attests, the pulpit and the pew do not do away with the need 
for the scholar’s desk! They, however, provide the scholar with his proper 
context. Das’s Galatians more than fulfills these admirable aims without 
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exhibiting stuffiness or taking hide-bound positions. At least, I can’t find 
them. Indeed, Das at points takes pains to distance himself from traditional 
Lutheran readings. R. H. C. Lenski often becomes his sparring partner. As is 
to be expected (and welcomed), Das cites Luther regularly, but not slavishly, 
and to good effect. 

Before all else, Das is an exegete.  His work certainly belongs in this 
scholarly series. He already has written considerably on Paul, Paul’s Jewish 
background, and the interpretation of the Hauptbriefe, especially Galatians 
and Romans. He has read widely. No one can read everything in our time, 
but Das has read a great deal concerning Galatians. It is always possible to 
complain about one’s own favorites that go missing here and there. But Das 
touches on nearly all the important theological and historical debates that 
concern Galatians. He does so, furthermore, in a way that allows the reader 
to see clearly the interpretive options that have presented themselves in 
recent scholarship. If anything, one might want to press Das here and there 
to come to more decisive exegetical conclusions (e.g. on the question of  
pistis Christou in 2:16, the exceptive or adversative clause in 2:16, the death 
to the Law “through the Law” in 2:18). Even if one ends up disagreeing 
with Das at certain points (as is to be expected), the commentary offers a 
good education in exegetical reflection. All who use it will come away with 
a better understanding of the letter.

One of the few points at which I thought Das might have been more 
thorough was on the question of Paul’s understanding of justification, as it 
first appears in 2:15-21. Admittedly, this theme has been a preoccupation 
of mine. But there is a relatively long tradition of the interpretation of Paul 
and Luther, going back at least to the beginning of the twentieth century 
(furthermore, n.b., not merely deriving from the Holl School), that has 
emphasized the wider, effective and creational understanding of justification 
that appears in the Scriptures, which is taken up by Paul, and which was 
appropriated dynamically by Luther (in contrast to Melanchthon). Rightly 
understood (as with Luther!), this reading in no way diminishes the forensic 
nature of God’s justifying work in Christ. Rather, the effective and creational 
understanding merely recognizes the effective nature of God’s Word. As 
is well-known, in differing ways Ernst Käsemann and Peter Stuhlmacher 
became advocates of this approach as exegetes. This approach is likewise 
prominent in the work of Oswald Bayer, a systematician. Furthermore, is 
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to be found widely (and with variations) among German theologians and 
exegetes, especially Lutherans. I would have been happiest, of course, if Das 
himself had taken up this view. It was a bit of surprise, however, not to see 
it at least represented and discussed.

Nevertheless, Das’s commentary is a strong commentary. It is especially 
strong in the presentation of Jewish-Hellenistic and Greco-Roman back-
ground materials. There is a wealth and a thoroughness here that is scarcely to 
be matched. It is a valuable resource in this regard, especially for busy pastors.

In general, the formatting of the Concordia Commentary series is quite 
useful. The use of the wide margins for Scripture cross-references is useful. 
Various icons appear in the margins as well, marking fundamental themes, 
especially those important to Lutherans. My first reaction is that the discern-
ment of such themes remains the work of the pastor or teacher. The icons 
might distract from that task. But perhaps others will find them useful. With 
the considerable number of references to secondary literature in the com-
mentary, one might wish for an index of authors.  But that is a minor lack. 
Das’s commentary, together with the series as a whole, is a wonderful gift.

Mark A. Seifrid
Ernest and Mildred Hogan Professor of New Testament
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Gospel of the Lord: How the Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus. By 
Michael F. Bird. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2014, xiv + 394 pp., 
$30.00 cloth.

According to Marcus Bockmuehl’s Seeing the Word: Refocusing New Testament 
Study, New Testament scholarship is in a bit of a stalemate. Wirkungsges-
chichte and theological interpretation of Scripture, he argues, are ways to 
advance the discipline. I, moreover, would want to add what Michael F. Bird 
accomplished, in The Gospel of the Lord, is another means to vivify a potential 
stalemate. Bird masterfully brings to bear New Testament scholarship into 
conversation with first and second century traditions. Thus, Bird is engaging 
the intersection of New Testament studies with early Christian studies. By 
doing so, he brings to life old traditions.
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Bird prophetically forecasts a potential resurgence in Gospel scholar-
ship (vii). Even though the future of the “Third Quest” of the historical 
Jesus—potentially so-called “Fourth Quest”—has potentially stagnated, 
Gospel studies may begin to see renewed interest with social memory and 
performance criticism, as well as reading the Gospels in and within early 
confessional traditions. Bird is attempting to ride and shape a new wave 
of reading the Gospels. In this volume, Bird is “focused on the origins and 
development of the books we call ‘Gospels’ in the context of the early 
church” (ix).

Four questions govern the direction of the book. These are four, clearly 
delineated and articulated questions that govern the basic shape of Bird’s 
book. First, “We have to look at the ‘big bang’ behind the Jesus tradition” 
(3). That is, how the oral tradition of Jesus was preserved by the disciples 
and early church up through the third century. Second, “how was the Jesus 
tradition transmitted” (4)? Third, a slew of critical questions exist that need 
answers—“what were the sources behind the Gospels, what genre are the 
Gospels, and why would anyone even write a Gospel?” (4). Fourth, why are 
there four Gospels instead of more or less (5)?

Thus, the proceeding chapters and arguments of Bird’s volume can be 
subsumed under such questions. He aims to describe how Jesus traditions 
may have been preserved and why it was important for the early church 
to do so (23). As he develops this, I find a refreshing balance of critical 
scholarship, theological rationale, and concern for tradition. For example, 
the early church in part preserved the Jesus tradition because of interest in 
Jesus (36–40), pedagogical and rhetorical cues (p.40–42)—similar to Dale 
Allison’s work, the possible use of notebooks to remember Jesus tradition 
(45–48), the value of eyewitnesses as signs of authenticating valid Jesus 
tradition (48–62), and the importance of imitation motifs (62–63).

Next, Bird develops his argument for the formation of Jesus tradition on 
social memory theory. He argues, “an ‘informally controlled’ oral tradition 
looks like a plausible and realistic model for how the Jesus tradition might 
been transmitted” (95). His accounts of social memory argue for the use of 
remember, remembrance, recalled, and similar expressions in the Gospels, 
Pauline literature, the rest of the New Testament, and in literature up through 
the second century. Bird rightly argues that “It [source and tradition criticism] 
can no longer be defined in terms of separating history from theology or 
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identifying layers of tradition, but should be conceived as tracing the impact 
of a memory in the formation of early Christianity” (105). It is here that 
Bird identifies with a specific line of thought within social memory theory. 
However, I remain unconvinced that his understanding of social memory 
represents the majority of social memory scholars (e.g., Jens Schröter, Chris 
Keith, Rafael Rodríguez, Alan Kirk, Holly Hearon, and Tom Thatcher to 
name a few). 

When engaging some of the typical historical questions of the Gospels, 
Bird attempts to give a fresh voice to the Synoptic problem and to the Johan-
nine question. The slew of scholarship engaging the synoptic problem is quite 
difficult to mine, and Bird has provided his reader with helpful summaries 
and insightful comments to various positions. In the end, Bird affirms Marcan 
priority, with what he calls Q-lite (162–87). With all the recent work of Mark 
Goodacre, and others, against the use of Q, I was rather surprised still to see 
Q alive and walking down the Synoptic halls of scholarship.  

The primary value of Bird’s contribution, although there are other com-
peting texts, is the pedagogical value for young scholars and students. Bird’s 
volume is not only readable, it is clearly ordered and accessible. Although 
there are other texts of its kind, Bird clearly stands out from the rest in noting 
the plethora of sources. If I have a historical question or need to gain brief 
insight on an issue he addresses, I will turn to his footnotes for an immediate 
reading list. 

The second value of this source is how Bird brings to bear New Testament 
modern scholarship into conversation with Patristic reception. Bird has an 
ear towards early tradition, more so than typical historical scholarship is 
accustomed. This mode of scholarship is welcomed for a number of reasons. 
Along with Bockmeuhl’s concerns, I envision this being one way to enrich 
and vivify New Testament scholarship—bring it into conversation with 
Patristic traditions. Second, theological inquiry is founded upon a different 
form of historical inquiry. It isn’t solely historical critical but it is early ecclesial 
tradition. Last, and not limited to these, it broadens New Testament students 
in good ways. They are introduced and required to wrestle with primary 
ancient texts, gospel traditions, and ancient tradition. 

Other than some of the critiques already given, I have one final critique 
to note. Bird lacked a concluding chapter. His introduction was highly infor-
mative and clarifying. The layout of chapters answered each question raised 
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in the introduction. I turned the page, knowing it was the last chapter, and 
saw the bibliography. Although his arguments were clear and his chapters 
well ordered, it needed a 3–6 page concluding chapter to sum up and tie the 
book together. In order to remedy such problem, the reader must consult 
the introduction once more—which is not totally problematic. 

This book offers new and old ways to read the “behind-the-text” tra-
ditions. I will use much of this book in the formation of class lectures on 
Gospel traditions and locate up-to-date accessible Gospel scholarship. I 
highly encourage New Testament professors (undergraduate and grad-
uate), all New Testament students, and the inquisitive pastor to consult 
this volume. In Bird’s work, readers will be afforded an up-to-date analy-
sis of Gospel scholarship, an up-to-date bibliography, and an up-to-date 
reading list. This book is a worthy read. In Bird’s own words, “Young and 
ambitious theologians, especially those concerned with relating the text 
to the missional situation of the church in the twenty-first century, would 
be wise to keep exploration and exegesis of the fourfold Gospel uppermost 
in their studies” (328).

Shawn J. Wilhite
Ph.D. Candidate New Testament
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Crucified King: Atonement and Kingdom in Biblical and Systematic 
Theology. By Jeremy R. Treat. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014, 305 pp., cloth.

In The Crucified King, Jeremy Treat—Pastor of Equipping and Theology at 
Reality LA in Hollywood, California—seeks to integrate the kingdom and 
the cross, which he argues has been divided in post-Enlightenment schol-
arship. By employing both biblical and systematic theology, Treat presents 
a biblically rooted and theologically formed case for how the kingdom and 
cross belong together. He persuasively demonstrates that the establishment 
of God’s reign comes through Jesus, the crucified king.

In Part One, Treat develops the themes of victory and suffering through 
the Old Testament. Chapter 1 unpacks the pattern of “royal victory through 
atoning suffering” across the storyline of Scripture. This pattern begins after 
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the fall with the promise of Genesis 3:15 and progressively develops through 
Abraham, the covenants, the exodus, David, the righteous royal sufferer in 
the Psalms, and the prophecies of Isaiah and Zechariah. Chapter 2 focuses on 
Isaiah, the climax of Israel’s story and doorway into the New Testament, and 
shows that the servant is a Davidic king who will bring about a new exodus 
and thereby establish God’s kingdom by means of his sacrificial suffering. 
From the protoevangelium to the end, then, the Old Testament reveals, albeit 
progressively, that the fulfillment of God’s promise to reign will come by a 
royal victor(y) through atoning suffering. 

Chapters 3-5 begin where the Old Testament ends by examining the 
New Testament, particularly Mark (chap. 3), which itself has Isaiah’s new 
exodus in view, and Colossians and Revelation (chap. 4). From Mark’s 
Gospel and representative passages in Colossians and Revelation, the 
New Testament holds together the kingdom of Christ and the blood of 
his cross. Chapter 5 rounds off Part One by synthesizing and clarifying 
these biblical-theological threads.

Part Two applies the biblical-theological findings of Part One to various 
issues in systematic theology. In other words, Treat shifts from the story of 
redemption to the logical coherence of redemption, though he acknowledges 
that both are mutually informing. Since the kingdom and the cross are held 
together by Christ, the doctrines of Christology, atonement, and kingdom 
must inform interpreters and be placed in relation to each other. 

Treat begins by reconsidering the doctrines of the two states of Christ 
(humiliation and exaltation) and the three offices of Christ (prophet, priest, 
and king). In place of understanding the states of Christ as strictly successive 
(humiliation then exaltation), he argues that the kingship of Christ on the 
cross is exaltation in humiliation within the broader movement of exaltation 
through humiliation (chap. 6). Similarly, instead of dividing the offices of 
Christ, he argues that Christ’s death be understood as both a priestly and 
kingly event. As a result, rather than pitting Christus Victor against penal 
substitution, a better way to relate them is Christus Victor through penal 
substitution (chaps. 7-8). In other words, as the priest-king Jesus disarms 
Satan and his accusatory power and establishes God’s kingdom on earth 
through bearing the penalty of sin by taking the place of sinners.

Chapter 9 sets forth a constructive proposal for the cross-shaped nature 
of the kingdom. In critical dialogue with Jürgen Moltmann, Treat argues 
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that “[t]he cross reveals that God is a compassionate king—a shepherd-king 
who rules by serving. However, the fact that he may rule by serving does 
not mean that he rules only by serving. As a shepherd-king, God reigns not 
only by laying down his life for his sheep but also by defending them against 
voracious wolves. He rules through serving and guarding” (239-240). As a 
result, God advances his kingdom through the church as it conforms to the 
cross. Finally, chapter 10 provides concluding thoughts on the story and 
logic of redemption.

The Crucified King is quite impressive for several reasons. First, it 
demonstrates Treat’s proficiency in biblical, systematic, and historical the-
ology—each related to and informing the other—and how it should be put 
into practice in the church. Second, he not only sets forth a faithful method 
of doing theology, he employs it to show not only that the kingdom and 
the cross are central, but also how they are related and located within the 
biblical storyline that culminates in a priest-king who establishes his king-
dom through his atoning death. Third, this work is not only important for 
scholarship, although it is his published dissertation written at Wheaton 
under the supervision of Kevin Vanhoozer, but also for the church since 
it is actually a readable and enjoyable dissertation! That is, it displays both 
breadth and depth of research in the footnotes and brings together what 
many have wrongly separated in a clear and rich way. Thus, Christians would 
benefit from—and at times be moved by—learning of their great King who 
serves and guards his people through his enemy-crushing, wrath-appeasing 
death and resurrection. Moreover, pastors would grow in their understand-
ing of the storyline of Scripture so that they would more faithfully preach 
Christ from all of it—from promise to fulfillment. Perhaps the book may 
be summed up in the words of Augustine: “The Lord has established his 
sovereignty from a tree. Who is it who fights with wood? Christ. From his 
cross he has conquered kings” (29). So take up and read, praise God for and 
be conformed to our crucified and resurrected King.

Oren Martin
Assistant Professor of Christian Theology
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary and Boyce College
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The Tradition of Liberal Theology. By Michael J. Langford. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2014, 176 pp., $18.00 cloth.

This is a helpful book for a theologian looking for a quick presentation of 
the broader background of the liberal theological tradition. The most help-
ful aspect of the book is that its author is a seasoned, self-identified liberal 
theologian. Michael Langford’s presentation is favorable and native to the 
theological context, which lends authority to this succinct work. Langford 
has also previously written two helpful works on liberal theology: A Liberal 
Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2001) and 
Unblind Faith (expanded ed., Turnbridge Wells, UK: Parapress, 2010). This 
third book on liberal theology is a shorter work that benefits from Langford’s 
previous research.

Langford explains the liberal tradition in four chapters. Chapter 1 defines 
the term “liberal theology.” According to Langford, liberal theology is a 
theology that appropriately balances “between religious faith and human 
rationality” (1). This balance is found in being open-minded toward chal-
lenges to dogmas and revelation, following where reason seems to lead while 
still attaching some value to historical expressions of theology. Langford’s 
liberalism is summarized by eleven distinct characteristics in chapter 2. The 
characteristics touch the doctrines of revelation, and soteriology, as well 
as practical ethics. Langford argues a liberal reads the bible non-literally 
and harmonizes reason and revelation. He places a rejection of a penal 
substitutionary atonement and the exclusivity of Christ, and promotion of 
works-based salvation at the heart of liberal theology. According to Langford, 
liberalism also typically rejects imputation of guilt, settling for a vague notion 
of original sin. This is coupled with a minimization of the effects of the fall on 
the created order and belief in human libertarian free will. Ethically, Langford 
argues acceptance of a wide range of lifestyles in a cornerstone of theological 
liberalism. One of the more significant characteristics of liberal theology for 
Langford is a requirement for a minimal number of basic teachings, which is 
directed at the tendency of some conservative Roman Catholics to expand the 
category of necessary beliefs. However, the trend among liberal Protestants 
to severely limit first-order doctrines is just as evident. 

Based on Langford’s presentation of liberal theology, the distance between 
an evangelical Christianity and liberalism is undeniable and is founded 
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in divergent understandings of the trustworthiness of Scripture. Though 
The Tradition of Liberal Theology was written by someone distant from the 
Southern Baptist tradition, it helps to explain the necessity of the Conser-
vative Resurgence. Langford’s version of liberalism presents human reason 
as the ultimate judge of truth, which is demonstrated in his desire to modify 
revelation to match contemporary rationalism and to read Scripture in a 
“non-literal” fashion. The rejection of most miracles by liberals is a direct 
assault on Scripture; it spiritualizes the narratives of Scripture by pushing 
them from factual accounts to mystical reactions to subjective emotions. 
Langford provides a clear picture of the doctrinal roots of theological lib-
eralism. Ultimately, the evangelical rejection of liberalism is a reaction to 
the willingness of liberals to deny the truthfulness of clear accounts within 
Scripture. In Langford’s case, this quickly moves from a theoretical denial 
of miracles to normalization of homoeroticism (54–59).

In chapter 3, Langford describes the contribution thirteen different histor-
ical figures made to liberal theology. He begins with Justin Martyr and then 
moves on to individuals like Peter Abelard, Richard Hooker, Hannah Barnard, 
and Frederick Temple. He also expands on some of the more recent themes 
in liberal theology in the Twentieth Century. Notably, not all of the major 
figures would be properly classified as a liberal according to Langford’s own 
eleven characteristics. Each one was chosen for their liberalizing influence, 
rather than consistency with the entire model. For instance, Justin Martyr is 
included within the liberal tradition because of his efforts at demonstrating 
the reasonableness of Christianity according to the philosophical categories 
of his day, though he was theologically conservative in other ways. In chapter 
4, Langford critiques alternatives to liberal Christian theology. Among these 
he includes fundamentalism, dialectic theology, and materialism. This is the 
least helpful of the chapters as, in many cases, Langford’s description of the 
more conservative forms of Christianity do not reflect the careful engagement 
with primary sources and the best streams of theology. 

This short treatment on liberal theology is invaluable because it represents 
in the most positive light the central aspects of the liberal tradition. It is an 
insider view of a theological tradition foreign to many evangelicals. Adding 
to the value of the presentation, Langford has written with academic rigor 
in accessible prose. This makes this a valuable resource for more introduc-
tory applications, like a college class or as a resource for a parishioner who 
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is trying to understand how liberal theologians arrive at their conclusions. 
Langford reveals that there is a fundamentally distinct approach to theology 
in the liberal tradition. It is also helpful that Langford defends Christianity 
against atheism and materialistic agnosticism. This book does not present 
a form of Christianity that is entirely incredulous and without faith. It does, 
however, present Christianity from a faith that is defined as “willingness to 
live in accordance with the beliefs one has come to hold –– in many cases, 
by a long process of reflection” (11). Langford’s description of faith as endur-
ing faithfulness is appealing, though the divorce of faith from authoritative 
revelation in Scripture is also telling. 

The Tradition of Liberal Theology provides an important introduction to 
liberalism. However, a weakness of Langford’s book is the failure to deal with 
opposing views in a nuanced manner. Langford lumps all Christians who 
believe in the verbal inspiration of Scripture into the category of fundamental-
ist and describes a high view of Scripture as a theological development of the 
last two centuries. He does distinguish, in a limited manner, evangelicalism 
from fundamentalism but characterizes the differing labels as a distinction 
without a difference. Likewise Langford’s interaction with conservative 
Catholicism seems underdeveloped, though his treatments of dialectic 
theology and materialism are much longer and more balanced. Langford 
appears to misread conservative theologians in exactly the way the conserva-
tives anticipate. This makes his presentation of their contrasting viewpoints 
more striking since Langford’s criticisms focus on exactly the areas in which 
conservative theologians invest the most care to explain their position.

Despite an imbalanced presentation of opposing streams of thought, the 
book is a phenomenal resource that should be part of the library of a scholar 
or a pastor. Langford’s summary of liberal theology is a gift to those seeking 
to find a reliable source on the liberal interpretation of Christianity. In less 
than two hundred pages, Langford provides an accessible, well-organized 
foil which can be used in the classroom or the pastor’s study to demonstrate 
the real differences between liberalism and evangelicalism.

Andrew J. Spencer
PhD Candidate
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary




