The Resurrection of Jesus Christ:  Myth or History?
 

Opening Statement by David Margolis
 

      The rules of my debate against Richard can be found here.  A direct link to Richard's opening statement can be found here.

 

      I've kept my opening statement short -- in fact, much shorter than Richard's.  I've done this not due to a lack of evidence, but due to time constraints on me and on my readers.  Both opening statements are considerably longer than Richard and I had discussed originally, which presses me like it would any law student for time.  I'm also concerned about the readers.  If I write a long dissertation that no one reads, it serves no purpose.  I want people to read this, even if God is using me only as a means of planting a seed that inspires someone to research this topic further on their own.  In the interest of maximizing readership, I have attempted to keep my opening statement as short, sweet, and simple as possible.

 

            The easiest mistake to make is to view this as a debate about Christianity.  It's not.  This debate has nothing to do with the vast majority of Christian theology:  the nature of God (including the trinity), original sin, theistic revelation and miracles, prophecy, or inerrancy.  This is a historical debate about a particular historical event.  A person would be within his epistemic rights to acknowledge that the resurrection was a historical event, and yet reject the Bible's explanation for why that event occurred, and therefore reject Christianity.

 

            The second easiest mistake to make when reading this debate involves the burden of proof and an incorrect assessment of the quantity and quality of evidence we should expect.  Our debate resolution asks who can provide the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story that is, the explanation that best accounts for all of our direct and circumstantial evidence.  Both Richard and I share an equal burden of proof to do so.  No one reading this, however, was present at the time of the events.  Therefore, none of us can conclude with 100% certainty that the resurrection did or did not occur.  Historical analysis is always based on probabilities.  And for a brief moment, Christians, atheists, and everyone in-between unites as we agree that a reasonable person always arrives at the conclusion that is best supported (more than 50% likely) based on an open-minded and objective evaluation of the evidence.    

 

            My opening statement consists of little more than five ordinary, boring secular historical questions/claims, and I evaluate the evidence for each.  To the extent that Richard or I reference Bible passages, you can look them up for free here.

 

1.  Was Jesus Christ Even Crucified?
 
1.  Tacitus:  One of the most renowned historians of all time, this secular Roman wrote "The Annals of History" and other works less than 80 years after Jesus was crucified.  He wrote of the fire of Rome, "Nero fastened the guilt... on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians.  Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out in Judea." (Tacitus, A, 15.44)  We can be certain that the "extreme penalty" refers to crucifixion because it is often referred to in this way by other Roman historians, i.e. Cicero. (Verrem 2:5.165, 168)  

 

            Unlike Josephus' Testimonium, which we will cover later, there is no evidence at all for textual interpolation by later writers.  Tacitus alone is sufficient to establish the probable historicity of a man named Christ who founded a religion and was crucified by Pontius Pilate.  We could confidently stop right here, with the crucifixion firmly established.  But let's get some testimony from people who were even closer to the source.  

 
2.  Matthew:  Matthew describes the crucifixion in Matt. 27.  Matthew's gospel is certainly earlier than Tacitus, but how early?  After decades of study, even the ultra-liberal Cambridge professor Dr. John A.T. Robinson concluded that all four gospels were written between 45 and 65 A.D.  (Redating the New Testament).  An equally liberal and famous archaeologist named Dr. William F. Albright found himself rethinking his own views on the dating of the gospel.  After examining the evidence, he was forced to conclude that "every book of the New Testament was written by a baptized Jew... very probably sometime between about A.D. 50 and 75." (Toward a More Conservative View, "Christianity Today," 1963)  At the outer limit, that would place Matthew's gospel in 75 A.D., but no one believes that Matthew was the last gospel written.  To my knowledge, everyone accepts that his gospel was either the first or second one published.  That presents a date for Matthew most likely in the early 50s A.D.           

  

            This date surprises critics but conforms to what historians tell us about Matthew.    According to the early church historian Eusebius, for example, Matthew's gospel was (1) both the first one written and (2) it was by the disciple Matthew, meaning it was an eye-witness account.  (Ecclesiastical History, III, 24)  Matthew's closeness to the source enhances his credibility, just like a Holocaust victim describing the concentration camps.  The early bishop Clement agreed, saying "Those gospels which contain the genealogies were written first," meaning Matthew and Luke.  (Eccl. History, VI, 14)  In 175 A.D., Irenaeus said "Matthew published his gospel among the Hebrews in their own tongue, when Peter and Paul were preaching in Rome and founding the church there.  After their departure, Mark..." and the other gospels were written.  (Against Heresies, II, 25)  

  

            Most people who were living at the time of the crucifixion would've still been living in the early 50's A.D., so they could've easily disputed such a verifiable, secular fact.  Matthew's invention of the crucifixion would be like trying to invent a story today about the attempted assassination on John Paul II:  you'd never get away with it because too many living witnesses would dispute it.  Matthew's eye-witness testimony, while totally unnecessary to establish a historical fact, strengthens his account even further.  

 

3.  Mark:  Attestation of the crucifixion is found in Mark 15.  Dr. Robinson and Dr. Albright (separately) date Mark to the early 50s A.D less than twenty years after the crucifixion.  Like Matthew, the early dating makes a total fabrication of the crucifixion impossible.  At best, Mark could've gotten away with fudging a few miracles, but not a secular and recorded event like a public crucifixion let alone one where a special sign was placed above the victim's head calling him the King of the Jews. (Mark 15:26)  There were just too many people who would have remembered the event and could have disputed it and even if not, the official Roman record would've been procured by Jesus' enemies and been produced to show that Jesus was never crucified.  

 

            Like Matthew, the early dating surprises critics but not historians.  Mark is actually mentioned in Acts 12:12 and later became an associate of Peter.  (1 Pet. 5:13)   Eusebius preserves the writing of Papias (125 A.D.) that "Mark, being the interpreter of Peter, whatsoever he recorded he wrote with great accuracy but not however, in the order in which it was spoken or done by our Lord."  He goes on to say that Mark "was in company with Peter" and that he "had not erred in any thing, for he was carefully attentive not to pass by anything that he heard, or to state anything falsely in these accounts." (Eccl. History, III, 39)  Next, Irenaeus independently testifies to Mark's authorship.  (Against Heresies III)  Then, Tertullian writes around 200 A.D. that the gospel "published by Mark may be ascribed to Peter, whose interpreter Mark was." (Against Marcion, IV)  I'd also like to add that the early church fathers never would've assigned the gospel's authorship to such a minor figure as Mark, who was not even an apostle, unless Mark was the true author.  While no historian needs to witness an event first-hand in order for his testimony to be true, Mark's position as the companion of Peter strengthens his attestation to the crucifixion even further.

 

4.  The Talmud:  Compiled primarily within the 3rd century A.D., this collection of Jewish writings by famous rabbi's is regarded by Jews as inspired by God.  It refers to Jesus on half a dozen occasions, typically by the name Yeshua ben Pandira, meaning son of the leopard, whose mother was Mary.  (Shabbat 104b)  Some of the more interesting passages accuse him of practicing sorcery (Sanhedrin 107b) and causing Jews to heal in his name (Tosefta Chullin 2:23), but Jesus' miracles are not the focus of this debate.  Yeshua was executed on the eve of Passover for leading Israel astray. (Sanhedrin 43a)  Growing up in Yeshiva (private Hebrew school), I learned how Jews actually censored these passages throughout the middle ages to avoid persecution by Christians, and modern rabbi's such as David Klinghoffer, author of "Why the Jews Rejected Jesus," take it as self-evident that these passages refer to him.  If anyone would've denied the crucifixion of Jesus in an effort to discredit the gospel or just ignored the whole thing not to mention protect themselves against persecution it would've been the rabbi's who wrote the Talmud.  And yet even there, in the most hostile source possible, we find his crucifixion is affirmed.

 

5.  Luke:  It reads like the New York Times; Luke describes the crucifixion in meticulous but objective detail in chapter 24.  Dr. Robertson's dating places the gospel of Luke around 64 A.D. whereas Dr. Albright places him around 58 A.D.  I will save space by reserving further comment on the reasons behind Dr. Robertson and Dr. Albright's conclusions unless and until Richard offers a significantly different figure.  Luke's gospel begins by saying, "Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have been fulfilled among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were instructed." (Luke 1:1-4)  The term being translated as "fulfilled among us" is the Greek word plerophoreo.  Although we have no identical word in English, this word refers to the strongest type of evidence imaginable, equivalent to absolute proof.  (Thayer's Greek Lexicon)  Luke's name, while not especially relevant, is first recorded by Irenaeus in 175 A.D. (Against Heresies, 3.11.8)    

 

            While Matthew and Mark may have been published earlier, Luke displays tremendous historical accuracy in that "Luke names thirty-two countries, fifty-four cities and nine islands, all without an error."  (Geisler, Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics, 47)  William Ramsay concludes, "Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact trustworthy... this author should be placed among with the very greatest historians." (The Bearing of Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness of the New Testament, 222)  Critics sometimes accuse Luke of using Matthew or Mark as his source, thus reducing the number of independent biographies by one.  But "Out of a total of 1151 verses, Luke has 544 peculiar to himself." (Easton's Bible Dictionary)  The major substantive and stylistic differences between Luke's gospel and Matthew or Mark reveals that Luke didn't use the other synoptics as his source; whatever his source, Luke provides independent attestation to the crucifixion. (Luke 23)   

 

6.  Josephus:  The famous 1st century Jewish historian worked for the Roman government.  He refers to both Jesus and John the Baptist on multiple occasions.  Even two references to Jesus illustrate Jesus' significance, as Josephus devotes only seven pages in all of his works combined to the entire 10-year period surrounding Jesus' death!  (Whiston, Works of Josephus, 120) 

 

            The first passage is called the Testimonium; it affirms the historicity of Jesus, that he was called the Christ, affirms he had Jewish and Gentile followers, and affirms his crucifixion by Pilate.  (Jewish Antiquities, 18.3.3)  The Testimonium is first found in the writings of Eusebius circa 300 A.D.  Some people have decried the Testimonium as a fraud, but it's doubtful that Eusebius forged Josephus' writing.  Eusebius was brutally honest, even when it served to undermine Christian faith; for example, he believed the epistles of James, Jude, and 2 Peter weren't canonical!  (Ecclesiastical History, III, 25)  So he isn't the kind of person who would've forged Josephus' words to bolster Christian faith.  Besides, Eusebius wrote long before the fall of the Roman empire.  As an officially sanctioned work, Josephus' writing would've been widely available in 300 A.D.  Had Eusebius invented this passage, everyone would've called him on it.  

 

            The other Josephus passage reads, "As therefore Ananus was of such a disposition, he thought he had now a good opportunity, as Festus was now dead, and Albinus was still on the road; so he assembled a council of judges, and brought before it the brother of Jesus the so-called Christ whose name was James, together with some others, and having accused them as law-breakers, he delivered them over to be stoned."  (Jewish Antiquities, 20.9.1)  

 

            This passage is quoted verbatim in every manuscript of Josephus we have, and there is absolutely no textual evidence against its authenticity. (Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 57)  Like Tacitus, this passage alone is sufficient to establish the historicity of Jesus, with the added benefit of confirming that his followers faced martyrdom.

   

7.  Paul:  Discussed the crucifixion in almost every epistle he wrote!  In Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Hebrews, Paul's letters confirm that the crucifixion really happened.   Most significant, he does not write as if he is trying to persuade anyone of it.  Paul refers to the event matter-of-factly; his writing assumes the readers are familiar with the event and there is no dispute as to whether it really happened.  It would be like me writing to seven of my friends discussing JFK's assassination.  Some of Paul's earlier letters testifying to the crucifixion include 1 Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians, written between 48-53 A.D. and 53-57 A.D., respectively. (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 1996)  And in both letters, he is speaking to churches already in existence with whom he has corresponded previously, meaning these churches were founded just a few short years after the crucifixion.  In a few of his letters, Paul even reminds the readers that they witnessed the crucifixion themselves:  "Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified." (Gal. 3:1)  It's utterly implausible to think that all 7 of these churches had been deceived (or even could have been formed) were it not for the historicity of the crucifixion such a short time earlier.  

 

8.  John:   The last biography of Jesus published, but in some ways the most trustworthy.  John was written by "the disciple whom Jesus loved" (John 13:23, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 20).  "This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down." (John 21:24)  The earliest manuscript we possess is a copy from 130 A.D., found in Egypt, a long way from Asia Minor where it was composed.  (Geisler, General Introduction to the Bible, 268)  This adds credence to the assertion that even John was written in the 1st century.  Because his gospel is so different substantively from the others, no one dares assert that John relied on the earlier gospels as his source.  Needless to say, John provides another corroboration to the crucifixion. (John 19)    

 

            Other sources also testified to the historicity and crucifixion of Jesus Christ, i.e. Lucian of Samosata in 120 A.D. (Lucian, The Death of Peregrine, 11-13) and the secular historians Thallus and Phlegon (circa 75 A.D.) as quoted by Julius Africanus.  Implicit references to Jesus are found in the first century writings of Mara Bar-Serapion (Bruce, The New Testament Documents, 114) and Suetonius. (Lives of the Caesars, 26.2)  I could've stopped after Matthew and Tacitus.  The testimony of an eye-witness plus a secular historian whose works show no sign of textual tampering is more than sufficient to allow all but the most hardened skeptic to conclude that Jesus was a real person who was crucified.  But I included half a dozen other sources plus brief mention of five more just to drive the point home.  I'd love to discuss each one in detail but this debate is a broad overview; we have neither time nor space to explore each writer further.  

 

I'd like to conclude Premise 1 by comparing the evidence for the historicity and execution of Jesus Christ with that of Socrates.  Most people accept the historicity of the latter, including his execution, without a second thought.  But the evidence is nowhere near as strong for Socrates as it is for Jesus.  Like Jesus, Socrates never wrote anything himself.  We only have three sources for Socrates' existence and execution:  satirical plays by Aristophane, the writings of Xenophon, and the writings of Plato.  Aristophane is not credible because of the medium:  his plays are satirical, so we have no way of knowing if the Socrates whom he depicts is even a real person.  That leaves us only two sources who assure us Socrates was real and executed both of which were 30 years or so after Socrates alleged death.  And the earliest manuscripts from either men appear in 900 A.D., which is 1,300 years after they were written! (McDowell, The New Evidence that Demands a Verdict, 38)  Talk about time for textual corruption.  Socrates' historicity and execution?  Two sources with 1,300 years for the manuscripts to become corrupted.  Jesus' historicity and execution?  At least nine explicit and four implicit sources, and the earliest fragments appear only a few decades after they were written.  Anyone who wishes to reject the latter must also reject the former or commit a logical fallacy called Special Pleading.  The next question is whether Jesus somehow survived the crucifixion?

 

2.  Did Jesus Actually Die on the Cross?
 

Every once in a while I still hear the swoon theory:  that Jesus somehow survived the cross, that he was revived in the cool air of the tomb, and then just walked out.  

 

But even Richard's champion, militant atheist Richard Carrier, recognizes the lunacy of this hypothesis.  He first says, "Survival is the least probable" hypothesis and then says flatly, "I do not believe Jesus survived." (Why I Don't Buy the Resurrection Story)  In that same article, Carrier hypothesizes that the odds of Jesus surviving crucifixion and escaping the tomb are 1 in 6,786!

 

Unfortunately, Carrier's survival estimate is far too generous.  Carrier offers no medical experts who would estimate the odds that high, because there are none.  According to medical doctor and Univ. of California researcher Alexander Metherell, some crucifixion victims who received the same beating as Jesus would have died "as the lacerations would tear into the underlying skeletal muscles and produce quivering ribbons of bleeding flesh," even before being placed on the cross.  At a minimum, "the victim would experience tremendous pain and go into hypovelemic shock," accounting for Jesus' thirst on the cross.  (Strobel, The Case for Easter, 13)  The pain of the cross itself, as the nails pierced the median nerves, was so hideous we literally invented a word for it:  excruciating.  Stretching his arms would have dislocated Jesus' shoulders; it also fulfilled the prophecy of Psalm 22.  Dr. Metherell explains that crucifixion victims died by asphyxiation, and says "There was absolutely no doubt that Jesus was dead."  And if there was any remote doubt, "the spear thrust into his heart would have settled the issue once and for all." (Strobel, 20)  Dr. Metherell concludes that the possibility of Jesus surviving the cross is literally "impossible a fanciful theory without any possible basis in fact."  (Strobel, 25)

 

Additionally, Dr. Metherell's expert findings had been affirmed by other medical doctors such as William Edwards.  He writes, "Clearly the weight of the historical and medical evidence indicates that Jesus was dead before the wound to his side was inflicted... accordingly, interpretations based on the assumption that Jesus did not die on the cross appear to be at odds with modern medical knowledge."  ("On the Physical Death of Jesus Christ," Journal of the American Medical Association, 1986)  There's no doubt the guy died.  The only question is, what happened to his body?  

 

3.  Was His Body Buried in a Tomb?
 

Sometimes crucifixion victims were simply left alongside the road to rot after their death.  So we could conclude that's what happened to Jesus, and his body simply decomposed.  But even Richard's favorite atheists, Richard Carrier and Jeffrey-Jay Lowder, find this hypothesis difficult to swallow.  Carrier begins one article by grudgingly "agreeing with [Christian writer Dr. William] Craig that, if Jesus was crucified in Judaea in the first century, then we have... reason to believe Jesus was buried in a tomb, and not tossed into a pit or left to rot.... Tomb burial was the usual method in Palestine at the time, even for condemned criminals." (Review of In Defense of Miracles)  The other atheist scholar, Lowder, also agrees with Dr. Craig that "the burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea has a high final probability." (The Empty Tomb, 266)  

 

I think Carrier and Lowder's agreement that the tomb burial probably happened is sufficient by itself to establish its historicity!  But let's explore some reasons why even atheists are forced to acknowledge that Jesus was buried by Joseph in a tomb.  The tomb burial by Joseph of Arimathea is described in all four gospels, and at least the burial itself is affirmed by Paul.  Although we only need one source to create a prima facie case that demands a response, I've already demonstrated textually that each gospel was produced by an independent source.  That provides us with an exceptionally strong four independent testimonies telling us that Jesus was buried in the tomb.  Unless we can discredit every one of these sources individually or render their allegations very implausible by producing strong circumstantial evidence against them, we have no justification to reject them. (Unless we count the Fallacy of Special Pleading as "justification.")   

 

The circumstantial evidence we do have only enhances the likelihood of tomb burial.  First, the Jews would have requested Jesus' body for burial.  The 1st century Jewish historian Josephus states clearly "And thus it is that we bury all whom the laws condemn to die, upon any account whatsoever... nor let any one dead body lie above the ground." (Jewish Antiquities, 4.265)  Josephus repeats this sentiment in his other writings, i.e. The Jewish War, as well.  Second, upon receiving such a request, the Romans would have had no motive to deny it.  Because the Jews weren't in open rebellion against Rome, there was no need for the deterrent factor of leaving the victim out to rot.  Further, Lowder correctly notes that refusing to honor Jewish custom, especially right before Passover, would have pointlessly created unrest among the people. (The Empty Tomb, 265)

 

As far as the gospel record of the tomb burial, even Richard Carrier agrees that "there is no obvious dogmatic or rhetorical reason to invent this fact, nor any evidence directly to the contrary..." (Review of In Defense of Miracles)  And he's right:  the tomb burial was neither necessary to establish the resurrection nor did it fulfill any particular messianic prophecy.  Including the tomb burial served no purpose if it wasn't true.  Even worse, it would have been an additional factual allegation that the reader might have checked out and potentially disconfirmed.  Thus, none of the gospel writers (let alone all four) had any motive to include the tomb burial, and every reason not to include it, unless they were certain it had happened in that way.

 

Finally, all four gospels record the identity of the man who buried Jesus:  Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin. (Matt. 27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:50, John 19:38)  If the tomb burial was made up, Joseph isn't the kind of person the gospel writers would've invented.  Every one of the gospels is hostile toward the Sanhedrin, blaming them at least in part for Jesus' death. (Matt. 26:59, Mark 15:1, Luke 23:51, John 11:47-50)  If the gospel writers wanted to invent an honorable disciple of Jesus, they would have never made him a member of the council they hated.  Additionally, listing the man's name, his home town (a small town at that), and his membership on the ruling council of Jews would have made Joseph's identity easily identifiable and falsifiable.  It's quite far-fetched to believe that the gospel writers would have fabricated a prominent figure whom anyone could check out for themselves.  Although he doesn't list his own reasons, I believe the aforementioned are why atheist Jeffrey Jay-Lowder concludes that "Like Dr. Craig, I think the role of Joseph of Arimathea in the story of Jesus' burial is much more likely on the assumption of a historical burial than on the non-burial hypothesis.  The burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea has a high final probability." (The Empty Tomb, 266)  Okay, but what happened after he was buried?

 

4.  Did Anyone Remove the Body?
 

After Jesus was buried, we are confronted with two possibilities: either (1) someone removed the body from the tomb, or (2) no one removed the body from the tomb.  In this section I'll demonstrate that (1) is false; no human removed the body.  Carrier very cautiously advances his version of the theft hypothesis by claiming it demonstrates "the plausibility but by no means the certainty" that the body was stolen.  Even he admits that theft is not "the best account of the facts as we have them." (The Empty Tomb, 349)    

 

The obvious question is who could have stolen the body?  There are literally three possibilities:  Jesus' enemies, Jesus' disciples, or an unknown third party.  Let's consider each.  Jesus' enemies, both in the government and among the Sanhedrin, had absolutely no motive to steal the body.  If the Romans wanted the body, they would've simply denied Joseph's request for the body.  If the Sanhedrin or their allies did not want Jesus buried, they never would have permitted Joseph to make the request in the first place.  It was in the best interest of both groups that he remain safely buried:  for the sake of the Pax Romana, and to ensure that he did not actually rise from the dead as he predicted. (Matthew 27:63)  More importantly, had the body been stolen by any of Jesus' enemies, they would have immediately produced the body as soon as the disciples started preaching the resurrection.  

 

The far more popular hypothesis is that the disciples stole Jesus' body.  Their motive would have been to insidiously create the appearance of the resurrection.  The first problem with this hypothesis runs into is that armed soldiers were standing guard at the tomb. (Matthew 27:65-66)  The guards had been placed for the express purpose of discrediting any kind of resurrection story that might arise. (27:63-64)    

 

But is the presence of the guard even relevant?  Regardless of the guards' presence, the hypothesis that the disciples stole the body is laughable.  That hypothesis requires an extraordinary eight suppositions:  (1) that Matthew lied and there were no guards, (2) the disciples were expecting Jesus to rise from the dead, as they would've had no motive to steal the body otherwise -- even though the gospel says they weren't expecting it at all (Luke 18:31-34, John 20:8), (3) that they were the biggest hypocrites and sneakiest deceivers the world has ever known, (4) who had the courage to commit a capital crime and perpetuate such a fraud, even though St. Peter had just been scared by a little girl (Matt. 26:69-75, Mark 14:67-72, Luke 22:56-62), (5) that they disposed of the body in a place where no one ever found it, (6) that the entire thing was kept a secret for all of time, (7) that St. Paul, a student of rabbi Gamaliel and persecutor of Christians (Acts 22) who had even less motive to participate in such a scheme than the disciples, nevertheless agreed to get in on this conspiracy, and (8) that the apostles were willing to suffer extreme persecution and even death for something they knew was a lie.  Because the "disciples stole the body" hypothesis requires at least one shaky conclusion (that Matthew lied) and seven wild assumptions (assertions that have no evidentiary support), the hypothesis fails Ockham's Razor miserably. 

   

That still leaves the possibility that some mysterious third party stole the body.  But if the guards were present at the tomb, then that possibility is immediately revoked.  If the guards were not present, then it merely opens the physical possibility.  Of course, if I leave my front door unlocked when I go out, and I return home and am unable to locate my sunglasses, it is physically possible that someone stole them.  But I'd still need evidence for such an assertion.  The idea that some mysterious third party stole the body, even if someone assumed the guard story is false, has zero evidentiary support.  

 

Beyond the utter lack of positive evidence for the "unknown third party theft" idea, we also have negative evidence:  no early Jewish or other source ever argued for its possibility.  It appears that no one back then took the possibility of third party theft seriously, even if it is "plausible."  I suppose no one took it seriously for the same reason you wouldn't conclude that your house had been broken into simply because you can't find your sunglasses:  reasonable people don't believe something because they can imagine it, they believe only when credible evidence supports their conclusion.  No human removed Jesus' body from the tomb.  As a result, the natural conclusion is that his body remained in the tomb and simply decomposed.  So is that what happened?

 

5.  Was Jesus' Body Really Missing?
 

The discovery of the empty tomb is a classic example of the Catch-22.  To the extent that each gospel differs in the details of the discovery, critics complain that the differences indicate unreliable, contradictory accounts.  To the extent that each gospel tells the same story of the empty tomb, the same critic squawks that the gospels must have relied on each other as their source!  Ironically, Jesus himself pointed out this same Catch-22 reasoning when it was committed by the Pharisees.  (Matthew 11:16-19, Luke 7:31-34)

 

All four gospels tell the story of the empty tomb a bit differently.  Had the gospel writers collaborated, or simply drawn from one another, we would expect the story to appear identically in all four gospels.  The variations in each story serve no dogmatic or rhetorical function; regarding some of the details, it is actually difficult to harmonize.  The only reasonable explanation is that the writers, whatever their sources, did not rely on each other.  At the same time, the strong similarities in each of the four writers indicates a solid core of historical truth.  Simon Greenleaf, the Harvard Law professor who is the father of legal evidence, credited his own conversion to Christianity as having come from his careful examination of the gospel witnesses.  Greenleaf concluded that the four gospels "would have been received in evidence in any court of justice, without the slightest hesitation." (The Testimony of the Evangelists, 9-10)      

 

Essentially, the discovery that the tomb was empty happened in this way:  Mary Magdalene, Mary the wife of Joseph, and Salome went to Jesus' tomb on the first day of the week.  On the way to the tomb they wondered who would roll the stone away for them.  They found that the stone had been rolled away and an angel was sitting on it.  The guards at the tomb were terrified.  Two angels appeared behind Mary and one of them advised her and the other women that Jesus had risen from the dead.  The women ran and told the disciples, who of course did not believe them.  Peter and John ran to the tomb together and found the tomb empty.  After Peter and John left, Jesus appeared to both Mary's as they too were about to leave the area.  Jesus instructed the women to tell the disciples to meet him in Galilee.  (Matthew 28, Mark 16, Luke 24, John 20)  

 

The mere existence of four independent accounts provides exceptionally strong historical backing for the empty tomb.  But there is another reason why all four accounts are especially trustworthy in this matter, a reason that ends all doubt:  the empty tomb was discovered by women, including one who had been demon-possessed.  In ancient Jewish culture, the testimony of women in general was almost worthless.  A woman's testimony wasn't even worth considering unless no male witnesses were available and even then, her testimony could never carry the same weight of a man's.  If the gospel writers had intended to persuade their readers by using even a smidgen of dishonesty, they would have excluded the women from the story and said that the men first found the tomb empty.  That women discovered the empty tomb let alone saw and heard the angels, when the disciples themselves did not would have severely undermined the credibility of the story in the eyes of the readers.  

 

The inclusion of Mary Magdalene is even more outrageous.  Identifying her by name would allow readers to check out the facts for themselves.  But the real reason I call it outrageous is because Mary Magdalene had been possessed by a demon.  (Luke 8:2)  If any story would have been taken less seriously than the testimony of women, it would be a story told by a demon-possessed woman!  Despite knowing Jesus and the women, even the disciples did not believe their first-hand account when they heard it (Luke 24:12, John 20:2) so you can imagine how hard it would have been for many of the readers to accept the women's testimony.  So the empty tomb was first discovered by women, including but not limited to Mary Magdalene and it was only then verified by Peter and John.  There is simply no way the empty tomb story would have been written the way it was, which would have been totally unpersuasive to the Jewish readers, unless it had really happened that way.

 

I'd also like to quickly mention several additional reasons why the gospel biographers in general are highly trustworthy historians.  For one thing, they include embarrassing details about both Jesus and the disciples themselves.  The disciples are portrayed as uncaring (Mark 14:32-41), rebuked (Mark 8:33) morons (Mark 9:32), cowards (Matthew 26:33-35), and doubters (John 2:18-22, 3:14-18, Matthew 28:17) who even had to be corrected by each other sometimes (Galatians 2:11)!  Who would write such a story like this about themselves, or people whom they knew, unless it was the truth?  

 

Second, they include difficult sayings of Jesus difficult either factually or because the standard of morality to which they bound themselves is outrageously high (Matthew 5:28-32, 5:39-48, 6:19-21, 7:12).  These commands are virtually impossible for people to keep all the time, and they seem to violate the natural best interests of the men who wrote them down.  His statements are also factually difficult in that they appear at first to be failed prophecies (Matthew 24, Mark 13, Luke 21).  Why would the gospel writers have included these morally and factually damning statements had they not sought to record the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?

 

Third, the writers carefully distinguish Jesus' words from their own.  St. Paul quotes Jesus only a few times despite writing half the NT himself, and he goes out of his way to expressly distinguish his own words from Jesus' words (1 Corinthians 7:10-12).  Throughout the book of Acts and the non-Pauline epistles, the disciples had plenty of opportunities and plenty of motive to claim more resurrection appearances complete with Jesus' words after all, they could use them to resolve disputes that had arisen within the church and yet after the ascension (Acts 1), they never do.  Why not?  Because they were writing the truth, not writing convenience.  

 

Fourth, the writers constantly appeal to eye witness testimony and challenge the readers to verify the facts.  I already discussed the execution by Pontius Pilate, the tomb burial by Joseph of Arimathea, and the subsequent discovery of the empty tomb by Mary Magdalene and Solome.  The NT writers constantly appeal to eye witnesses and invite the reader to verify the facts for themselves (Luke 1:1-4, John 21:24, Acts 2:22, Acts 26:26, 1 Corinthians 15:6, 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians 3:1, 2 Peter 1:16-17).  Who could make such bold claims, without destroying their own credibility, unless the readers knew them to be true?

 

Fifth, the NT writers who were, with the possible exception of Luke, exclusively Jewish -- abandoned fiercely held Jewish beliefs and practices, adopted new ones, and maintained their story through the harshest persecution.  The 1,500 year old Law of Moses (the Torah) including such stark commandments as animal sacrifice (Exodus 29), strict monotheism (Deuteronomy 6:4) and honoring the Sabbath (Exodus 31:14) was abruptly abandoned by devout Jews in favor of strange new practices.  The NT Jews already believed themselves to be God's chosen people, and already believed they had received God's word (Romans 3:1-2).  They had zero motive to abandon these beliefs.  In fact, they had a strong incentive not to:  the practices they adopted would have been (and were) considered blasphemous by their fellow Jews, not to mention how pissed off God would be for subverting His word and committing idolatry.  Finally, the NT writers and disciples for the next 300 years suffered  persecution and death both from the Roman authorities and from their fellow Jews.  No one willingly dies for something they know is a lie.  

 

Where Does that Leave Us?
 
Everything I've established so far is an ordinary, secular historical assertion nothing extraordinary or miraculous at all.  And what have I established? -- that Jesus of Nazareth was a real Jew in 1st century Palestine who was crucified under Pontius Pilate.  After dying on the cross, Jesus' body was laid in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin.  A few days later, some women including Mary Magdalene went to visit his tomb, only to discover it empty; they ran and told the disciples, who confirmed the empty tomb.  But Jesus' enemies had no motive to steal his body, and his friends had neither the motive nor the power.  

 

What does all this mean?  It means even in the absence of any post-resurrection appearances or miracles, we've essentially established the resurrection.  Think about it.  If a dead guy is put in a tomb and his body comes up missing shortly thereafter, there are only two possibilities:  either (1) it was removed by a natural cause, i.e. theft or (2) it was removed by a supernatural cause.  I've already debunked (1), meaning Jesus' body must have been removed by a supernatural cause, i.e. God raised Jesus from the dead.  

 

 
The Post-Resurrection Appearances  

 

The final nail in this cross the reason we know Jesus rose from the dead as opposed to other  supernatural explanations for the empty tomb -- are the post-resurrection appearances.  Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary (Matthew 28:1-10, John 20:10-18), Peter (1 Corinthians 15:5), John (John 20:1-10), two disciples (Luke 24:13-35), all of the apostles (Matthew 28:16-20, Mark 16:14-18, Luke 24:36-49, John 20:19-23, 20:24-31, 21, Acts 1:4-8), James (1 Corinthians 15:7), Paul (Acts 9:1-9, 1 Corinthians 15:8), and 500 brethren! (1 Corinthians 15:6)  These things are recorded across half a dozen different books, and as I noted earlier, with the possible exception of John, all of them were written in the same generation (less than 40 years) during which Jesus died.  

 

The alternative explanations for these accounts (aside from the obvious: they're true) force us to choose between an over-the-top conspiracy theory vs. unnatural mass hallucinations.  The former is ridiculous because it requires us to accept all seven crazy assumptions I described earlier regarding the possibility that the disciples stole the body.  The latter is equally ridiculous.  In each of the passages I quoted above, Jesus wasn't merely a vision or a voice; they both heard and saw him in the way that you and I would see him.  And in five of the passages I cited, Jesus offered himself to be physically touched.  Moreover, even if rare psychological conditions exist that could cause an individual to experience a hallucination, such phenomena are very personal.  No two people would experience the same thing... and yet, every single post-resurrection witness agrees.  

 

 

Conclusion
 
The brilliant Christian mathematician Blaise Pascal once said, "People almost invariably arrive at their beliefs not on the basis of proof but on the basis of what they find attractive." (Geisler, I Don't Have Enough Faith to be an Atheist, 51)  Pascal may have been right, but I hope that my approach to the resurrection minimizes the effect.  I've demonstrated the resurrection via a series of plain, ordinary, secular historical facts:  a dead guy was put in a tomb, his body came up missing shortly thereafter, and no human had removed the body.  None of my premises require a prior belief in the Hebrew Bible or even in God.  

 

The five premises I presented can be rejected only by one method:  the Fallacy of Special Pleading.  Don't believe me?  Consider any other event in ancient history that you accept as true, i.e. Socrates, Alexander the Great, etc. and do the research yourself to see how much data exists that justifies your belief.  You'll find it sorely lacking compared with the evidence for the execution, burial, and empty tomb of Jesus Christ.  Finally, I listed a large number of post-resurrection witnesses, and the alternate theories don't hold water for anyone who hasn't decided a priori that the resurrection didn't happen.  

 

In reality, there is even more evidence than that which I have time to present in this short debate.  I have not pointed to the dozens of Jewish prophecies Jesus fulfilled that were written centuries before his time, many of which are very specific regarding the place of his birth (Micah 5:2), his divinity (Isaiah 9:6), and the exact date of his execution (Daniel 9:26).  I have not testified to the empirical relationship that I and people close to me have with Jesus Christ, nor have we considered the alternative -- that billions of reasonable people have been insane or otherwise deluded into thinking this Jesus is real.  We have not explored the evidence that the Bible is the most unique book ever written for example, it is the only book written by 40 different authors from kings to shepards in 3 different languages across a 1,500 year time period and yet has been more perfectly preserved than any book in the history of mankind.  We have not considered the uncanny nature of the story, either:  from the Torah (the foundation for Christ) to the Prophets (who aspired to Christ), from the gospels (the advent of Christ) to Acts (the propagation of Christ), from the epistles (the interpretation of Christ) to Revelation (the ultimate return of Christ).

 

Nevertheless, I pray this debate provides a broad overview of the evidence that exists.  More than just some abstract discussion, rejecting or accepting the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the most important decision you will ever make.  St. Paul said it best:  "If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.  More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised.  For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either.  And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins!  But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead..."  (1 Corinthians 15)  God is for you, not against you (Romans 8:31), for you are His treasured possession (Malachi 3:17).  He is waiting for you with open arms (Luke 15:11-32).  

Is He Risen? 
An Assessment of the Resurrection of Jesus 
Opening Statement by Richard Spencer
1. Introduction
I want to first thank David for agreeing to participate in this debate with me and Jesse for hosting the debate. I also want to apologize to David for the length of my opening statement. Though we agreed to put no limits on our opening statements, in personal communication we agreed that it would be a good idea to limit their size to a single blog entry which I estimated to be about 9,000 words. Even after a good deal of trimming, my opening statement has exceeded this amount by about 2,000 words. So, in the interest of keeping things as short as possible, let me simply state my objectives in this portion of the debate and then get on with it. It is my opinion that Christianity began with visions of a risen Christ (whether this Christ had been a recent historic person is irrelevant to this debate) just as countless religions across the Roman Empire that existed at the time had also begun with visionary experiences of various gods. Such experiences were common among the people at the time and were not regarded as indications of mental illness as they probably would be today; instead, they were regarded as authentic messages from heaven. There is no doubt that visionary experiences produced religions similar to Christianity, thus the burden of proof rests on those who wish to claim that Christianity began with genuine visions and experiences of a god in a time and culture in which virtually identical experiences of other gods were common. On my theory, however, the empty tomb legend developed after the first generation of Christians by subsequent generations who began to teach a physical resurrection of the corpse of Jesus. Accordingly, in section 2, I intend to show that the standards of contemporary historic method render proving the occurrence of a supernatural resurrection extremely difficult. In section 3, I intend to show that the initial probability of a resurrection is very low. In section 4, I intend to demonstrate that the concept of resurrection was nothing novel for the empty tomb story and that a resurrection story is a prime candidate for a legendary story. Finally, in section 5, I intend to demonstrate that we do not find sufficient evidence for the resurrection in either Paul's writings or in the gospels. The resolution for our debate is this: Did Jesus Rise from the Dead? The supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus offers the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story--I think this is clearly not the case.
2. Miracles and the Historic Method
Jesus either rose from the dead or he did not; if he did, however, we do not have the evidence to know that. It is not my purpose here to refute Christianity in its entirety--one can agree with me and yet hold firmly to faith in Jesus' resurrection. It is one thing to claim that Jesus rose from the dead--it is an entirely different claim that this can be historically demonstrated to be the most reasonable conclusion. Essentially, if one wanted to demonstrate that Jesus rose from the dead, history is the wrong tool to use. To understand this, we need to look at what types of evidence historians are allowed to work with, how one evaluates historic evidence, and how one is to critically evaluate extraordinary claims such as, "Jesus rose from the dead."
A seemingly insurmountable problem anyone faces who wishes to establish the historicity of Jesus' resurrection regards the existence of the supernatural. Asserting the existence of supernatural causation for an event initially faces four distinct problems. First, such an assertion must assume the supernatural exists, yet there is no evidence in support of this claim. Indeed, it has been the consistent pattern throughout the history of science that natural explanations have always replaced supernatural explanations, and never the other way around. Second, one must eliminate the possibility of all natural causation. In critical inquiry, we must first determine that something is not in this world before we conclude that it is out of this world. Third, there is no method in place to determine which supernatural explanation to evoke. If it is true that Jesus rose from the dead, how do we prove that his resurrection was caused by Yahveh as opposed to Allah? It seems there is no distinct way. Fourth, and finally, if one wishes to claim that a supernatural explanation is more probable than a natural one, we must be given some method for determining the probability of supernatural causation. However, I know of no such method. All four of these criteria must be met before one can even begin building a case for Jesus' supernatural resurrection.
It must be clarified at this point that the historian is not in the business of defining miracles out of existence. Though miracles--in the genuine, supernatural sense of the term--are physical impossibilities, we need not consider them logical impossibilities. Instead, we must simply recognize a miracle as the most improbable of events. However, this presents historians with a deep problem. Bart Ehrman explains: "Since historians can establish only what probably happened in the past, they cannot show that miracles happened, since this would involve a contradiction--that the most improbable event is the most probable (Ehrman 229)." However, this problem is rarely understood. Consequently, it is often the mistake of apologists to claim that atheists cannot address the possibility of Jesus' resurrection fairly because they have ruled out the possibility of miracles a priori--but this is not necessarily the case. Though an atheist may be a naturalist, the accusation that atheists have ruled out the possibility of miracles confuses the two types of naturalism. Massimo Pigliucci explains the distinction:
Naturalism is the position that the world can be understood in natural (as opposed to supernatural) terms... A philosophical naturalist is, indeed, an atheist (or other non-religious individual), because that person has concluded that there is, in fact, no such thing as the supernatural. Science [including history] does not need to make that bold philosophical claim, because it has the option of adopting methodological naturalism, i.e. a provisional and pragmatic position that all we need in order to understand reality is natural laws and phenomena. The supernatural may exist, but it is not necessary for explanatory purposes. (Pigliucci 2005) 
As it is with any historic claim, in our present investigation into the resurrection of Jesus, the methodological naturalism Pigliucci describes is invaluable--and an essential part of methodological naturalism is the principle of analogy. As Robert M. Price explains, "No historian or scientist pretends to be an oracle, issuing infallible dicta about what once happened or what will one day happen. All historical and scientific judgments are probabilistic in nature, provisional and tentative, because they are inevitably based on analogy," and, he explains, "the analogy is with the present state of things (Price 18-19, 2003)." Price further elaborates why this is the case; "No historical inference is possible unless the historian assumes a basic analogy of past experience with present. If we do not grant this, nothing will seem amiss...as long as one's sole criterion of historical probability is 'anything goes (Price 419-420, 2005).'" Ultimately, since historical inquiry utilizes methodological naturalism, it means that historical inquiry can only demonstrate the existence of mysteries, not the supernatural.
We see then that an operating assumption we must make when evaluating historic claims is that things operate now in generally the same way that they always have. So, where does the principle of analogy come into play when considering Jesus' resurrection? Quite simply, on the one hand, we have no contemporary experience of a man dying and returning to life three days later. On other hand, we have a great deal of contemporary familiarity with the tendency of humans to lie and believe lies, to exaggerate and hallucinate, to believe those things which we find comforting, and to accept claims of the miraculous on insufficient evidence. So, the claim that Jesus actually supernaturally rose from the dead faces initial problems of monumental proportions: If this event did occur, the evidence required to establish that it occurred must be as spectacular as the event itself. Moreover, the evidence required to establish reasonable belief in a claim must be proportional to the nature of the claim. In other words, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence; since the resurrection of Jesus--a physical impossibility--would be perhaps the most extraordinary event in history, we would need exceptional evidence to historically establish its occurrence, yet, as we will see, this is not at all the kind of evidence we have. 
3. General Problems with the Resurrection
The historicity of the resurrection of Jesus suffers not only the historic difficulties that will be our focus later, but there are also several issues that we must struggle with before we can even place ourselves in a proper position to determine the logical possibility of Jesus' resurrection. Let's look at some of these.
3.1. The Problem of Christian Theism 
Following William Lane Craig, it has been the habit of many Christian apologists, in debates on the existence of God, to deploy historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus as evidence for the existence of God. Accordingly, it is quite fitting here, in a debate on the resurrection of Jesus, that I call into question the existence of God. As Richard Carrier explains, "for resurrection to be true, Christian Theism must also be true, and yet Christian Theism faces tremendous problems regarding plausibility, disconfirmation, and evidential support, and resorts to ad hoc solutions to observations and theoretical concepts that are difficult to explain or reconcile (Carrier 355)." However, the idea that Jesus did not rise from the dead faces none of these problems. Before it can be sensibly claimed that Jesus rose from the dead, we must consider the possibility of the existence of the God whose power was responsible for Jesus' resurrection. Thus it is not clear that we are justified in believing Jesus rose from the dead when such a conclusion is based on the questionable premise that God exists.
3.2. The Resurrection in Context
An initial consideration we must remain mindful of when considering the attestation of and evidence for Jesus' resurrection is the culture in which the story arose. The ancient Roman Empire is very different from the modern world in many significant ways. Richard Carrier describes the problem:
We need but ask: How would a myth be exploded in antiquity? They had no newspapers, telephones, photographs, or access to public documents to consult to check a story. There were no reporters, coroners, forensic scientists, or even detectives. If someone was not a witness, all people had was a man's word, and they would most likely base their judgement not on anything we would call evidence, but on the display of sincerity by the storyteller, by his ability to persuade, and impress them with a show, by the potential rewards his story had to offer, and by its "sounding right" to them. Thus, Paul could demonstrate any point he wanted by simply articulating a clever proof from a reinterpretation of scripture, or, failing that, all he had to do was claim a revelation from God. No other evidence really mattered--clearly, since he never uses any other. In times like these, legends had it easy. (Carrier 172, 2005) 
Thus our context for the rise of the resurrection story is set. In an age of almost universal illiteracy, Christianity began and grew among the uneducated masses for nearly a century. At that time, there was no Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal or anything like it; in fact, skepticism was considered a snobby trait of the intellectual elite who were scorned by most. Claims of the paranormal and miraculous were commonplace; the will to investigate such claims was almost nonexistent. 
3.3. The Problem of Privacy
When we approach the resurrection of Jesus, we encounter a mystery. As narrated in the gospels, the crucifixion of Jesus is a very public event, but his resurrection is a very private one, but why is this so? If Jesus' resurrection was truly a historic event, we would expect evidence of that event to be available to all people in all places at all times. We might even expect the risen Jesus to appear to those who would have held contempt towards him during his life such as the Jews and Romans who allegedly put him to death, not just his followers. However, if Jesus' resurrection was not a historic event, we would expect appearances of the risen Jesus to be limited his followers. It is the latter kind of resurrection attestation we find, not the former. The fact that Christianity arose with dubious appearances of a risen Christ limited to a single geographical location at a single place in time to a privileged few is more consistent with the proposition that Christianity began like every other religion with the very same credentials: as the natural product of human religious innovation. 
3.4. The Problem of Ascension
There is a problem that an ascension solves for the resurrection; specifically, it answers the question, "If Jesus' body is not in his tomb, then where is it now?" Thus, a tale of ascension for any resurrected person not available for examination is nearly guaranteed. In fact, some such tale becomes necessary. But, it seems this response creates more problems than it solves. I can think of no good reason that Jesus would not remain on Earth to be seen by members of subsequent generations. It is not at all evident that Jesus had any urgent business to attend in Heaven. Furthermore, the ascension of Jesus makes sense only on the erroneous picture of the cosmos imagined by those alive at the time the claim was made. In this ancient worldview, it was believed that heaven was literally above the clouds and that hell was literally beneath us--Earth existed in the middle of a three-story universe. Accordingly, when it was claimed Jesus rose into Heaven, it was because he was actually believed to be ascending into Heaven. We now know that above the clouds is just more atmosphere, and once you get outside that, it's just empty space in which you occasionally run into a celestial body of one kind or another. Is that really where Jesus went? If so, is he still ascending in the deep regions of space, perhaps 2,000 light years away? Could we find him with the Hubble telescope? If not, at which point during his ascension did he decide it was acceptable to return to his transcendental spirit realm? None of these considerations make sense when we consider Jesus' ascension historically. However, when we consider it as part of a legend of the resurrection created by people who possessed an anachronistic view of the cosmos, it makes perfect sense.
3.5. The General Problem of a Resurrection Body
The final general problem with the resurrection I want to consider is that of what the term "resurrection body" or "spiritual body" might even mean; the problem is that a coherent definition of such of thing seems to evade us. When we think of something "spiritual," what comes to mind is something not necessarily physical--something immaterial. However, a body is clearly something both material and physical. Thus, the term "spiritual body" entails a contradiction--it uses one word to tell us Jesus rose in something physical, but then couples it with an adjective telling us it was not something physical. Consequently, it is not at all clear that we may rationally assert Jesus rose in a spiritual body or (body that had been otherwise transformed); the idea is simply not logically consistent.
4. The Resurrection and Pagan Influence
In discussing the possibility of pagan influences on Christian belief, I wish to demonstrate that even if the story of Jesus' resurrection is not a mere legend, it is at least composed of the stuff legends are made of. In doing so, I think we will see that understanding the nature of belief in Jesus' resurrection (and some of the stories surrounding it) is best obtained by supposing some form of religious syncretism or another. If this is true, then we have greater reason to believe Jesus' resurrection is best explained as a legendary development rather than a historic event. This type of argument is stretched, however, when the claim is made that Christians simply copied or plagiarized their story of Jesus, including their resurrection story, from other myths of various pagan deities. This overly simplistic view is often the strawman that is attacked by apologists as well. The real issue is much more complex. Richard Carrier gives us a good hint at how to begin the investigation into the relationship between Christianity and pagan myths when he states, 
[W]hether Christians did get the idea from some particular religion or religions is not something we can likely ever know; rather, what is significant is that the idea was "in the air" and thus not novel... [I]t is quite easy (and has happened again and again) for a religious movement to unconsciously adopt, and in the process mold and transform, a popular notion in the surrounding culture. Rather than conscious borrowing, the existence of potent ideas in the broader culture will affect what people expect, what they believe to be possible, and how they will interpret strange events or escape a psychological crisis. The first Christians may have had no idea of the influence of pagan ideas on their interpretation of the events surrounding and following the death of their beloved leader. (Carrier, 2002) 
There are differences, to be sure, within the Christian story and the pagan myths. However, there are also differences in the pagan myths among each other. "By finding differences between Christianity and other myths, like that of Osiris," Carrier explains, we should not quickly conclude that there could, "therefore be no influence. That does not follow. Every religion is unique. It is not therefore true... Finding differences between Christ and Osiris carries little weight. It still remains that a dying-and-rising god motif exists in both cases and thus the Christian belief is not entirely novel. It remains worth exploring just how novel it is, and why, but we cannot dismiss obvious similarities simply because there are differences (Carrier, 2002)." In fact, it is often the differences within a unique story modeled after a common theme that clue us into the significance of the story. Earl Doherty further explains this syncretism:
There is no question that Pauline Christianity contains important elements which are deeply rooted in the Jewish scriptures and cultural heritage. At the same time, the nature of the salvation it offers, the sacramentalism involved, the features of its saving deity, are heavily dependent on Hellenistic precedents. But this is what religious syncretism is all about. Different beliefs and practices are combined to create something new, not with any overtly conscious intent, but because over time the human mind is continually generating fresh ideas out of what it assimilates from the past and the environment. (Doherty 109, 1999)
Without doubt, the resurrection of Jesus did suffer from legendary embellishment (see section 5) and that pagan myths of a dying and rising god did exist before the story of Jesus' resurrection. Thus we are faced with a simple question: Is it more likely that (a) the story of Jesus' resurrection was recorded with historic accuracy before it suffered from legendary embellishment and, consequently, all similarity it has with pagan resurrection myths is irrelevant to our debate, or (b) the story of Jesus' resurrection we have contains imagery, significance, and story details that are understood best by assuming the existence of religious syncretism? Tim Callahan offers a good summary of the case before us:
The grand culmination of soteriological fiction and the ultimate proof of divinity is the triumph over death... In the common mythos of the dying and rising god, whether that be Dionysus, Adonis, Osiris, or Attis--all deities whose cults were widespread in the Roman Empire--the god was subjected not merely to death but to a protracted death, a death that was horrible, usually involving death and mutilation. The infant Dionysus is hacked to pieces and thrown into a cauldron. Attis castrates himself and bleeds to death. Adonis is gored by a wild boar. Osiris is first tricked into being sealed in a coffin; later his body is cut into fourteen pieces. While the death of Jesus did not involve dismemberment, it did involve protracted suffering and excruciatingly painful death.
After examining these facts, Callahan concludes, "As befits the grand myth of death and resurrection demanded by the myth, Jesus is betrayed into the power of his enemies, subjected to a particularly sordid and excruciating execution and rises triumphant over death... [T]he myth of the risen Christ represents a syncretism of the messiah figure with the dying and rising gods so popular among so many peoples of the Roman Empire (Callahan 405-427, 2002)." Callahan is certainly not alone. In his book Deconstructing Jesus, Robert M. Price also offers a good survey of the mythic elements of the dying and rising god motif. He informs us, "the ancient Mediterranean world was hip-deep in religions centering on the death and resurrection of a savior god." What might this mean for us? Price goes on to state,
It is very hard not to see extensive and basic similarities between these religions and the Christian religion. But somehow Christian scholars have managed not to see it, and this, one must suspect, [is] for dogmatic reasons... Conservative scholars and Christian apologists have never been at ease even recognizing the existence of the dying-and-rising-god motif in non-Christian Mystery Religions, much less their relevance for Christian origins... [T]o ignore the importance of the dying-and-rising-god mytheme in Christian origins is to short-circuit our understanding of that subject. (Price 88-89, 2000) 
In these mystery religions, members believed they could participate in the death of the savior god and consequently also participate in the god's resurrection and immortality. Participation in these events was gained through various rituals such as water baptism and sacred meals. That the Christian practices of baptism and communion operate in much the same way is not at all hard to see. Price further explains,
The rituals which allowed the initiate to share the saving trial and triumph of the savior varied greatly from cult to cult, but most had this element in one form or another. For instance, whereas Mithras had wrestled a great bull to the death, the Mithraist undertook a ritual shower in the blood of a disemboweled bull (or, if he couldn't afford it, a lamb). Brother, have you been washed in the blood? 
General mourning... for Attis [culminated] in the ritual interment of an effigy of Attis crucified to a pine trunk. On the third day he would be proclaimed gloriously risen from the dead: "Rejoice, you of the mystery! For your god is saved! And we, too, shall be saved!" Similarly, burial inscriptions for the believers in Osiris assure the mourner, "As Osiris died, so has N_ died; and, as Osiris rose, so shall N_ rise." His devotees would partake of a sacramental meal of bread and beer, symbolizing his body and blood. (Price 87-88) 
Doherty also explains the significance of considering the influence the pagan mystery cults may have had on early Christianity:
Paul's Christ Jesus bears too close a resemblance to the savior gods of the Greco-Roman mystery religions to allow it to be claimed that one has nothing to do with the other... [I]t is undeniable that both phenomena are expressions of similar needs and impulses; both are branches of the same ancient world tree. The acts of Osiris, Attis, and Isis and other savior deities who made salvation available to a host of initiates inhabited the same conceptual world as did Christianity's Christ... At a minimum, these deities were seen as having overcome the effects of death in some way, especially of a death as a finality or as an eternal fate in some dreary underworld existence... The basic concepts and practices of the mysteries were ancient. They undergirded much of the religious expression of the era. Both Christianity and the cults were an outgrowth of that soil, parallel expressions growing up side by side, with no doubt a fair degree of interaction over the centuries as both struggled to win hearts and minds with promises of eternal salvation. (Doherty 109-116, 1999)
There have been two primary strategies employed by apologists to explain away the influence pagan myths most certainly had on Christianity. First, many have claimed the influence worked in the other direction--that pagan myths borrowed from Christianity. This claim can be made because many of our sources on ancient mystery religions date to the common era. Without bogging ourselves down too greatly in a debate over the dates of the origin of the relevant aspects of these pagan myths, we can simply cite the most convincing evidence that Christianity was not at all the innovator of the dying-and-rising god motif: the earliest Christian apologists never claimed so! In fact, early Christian critics called the Christians out on their blatant similarity to pagan mystery religions and the apologists did not deny it. For example, compare a quote from the early Christian critic Celsus with a quote from the church father Justin Martyr:
Many of the ideas of the Christians have been expressed better--and earlier--by the Greeks. Behind these views is an ancient doctrine that has existed since the beginning. - Celsus
[T]he wicked spirits put forth many to be called Sons of God, under the impression that they would be able to produce in men the idea that the things that were said with regard to Christ were merely marvellous tales. - Justin Martyr
As we see in this example, when examining the ancient record we do not find the earliest Christian apologists denying claims like those of Celsus. Instead, we simply find the apologists claiming that Satan inspired the pagan myths in order to trick people. This is significant because it means that the men with access to many lost records that would today be invaluable to our understanding of the mystery religions (thus these were the men in the best position to refute the claims that Christianity was influenced by pagan myths) could not deny that the pagan myths existed first! Thus, the second strategy--the only one left to the responsible apologist--is exactly that of Justin, namely to claim that Satan had advance knowledge of the life of Jesus and was able to booby trap the ancient world with similar stories meant to deceive. 
Apart from its obvious absurdity, I find two reasons to reject the claim that the pagan mystery religions were planted by Satan as evil stumbling blocks. First, as Carrier explains, "A skeptic might ask why a God would enact a plan of salvation that assembles syncretically the ideas of false religions actively practiced at the time. Such a syncretic assembly is the hallmark of human invention, not divine plan (Carrier, 2002)." In other words, it does not make sense that God would offer salvation to humanity in a form that resembles anything the devil could have predicted or known. (In fact, if Satan did inspire the pagan myths to trick people, we would expect them to possess even greater similarity to the Christian story!) If the life of Jesus truly represented God's unique saving action in the world, we would expect a unique plan of salvation that had not been previously available, even in a counterfeit form, to man. Second, Paul describes the revelation of Christ and God's plan of salvation through Jesus as a "mystery" that was "hidden throughout the ages." Not only are we struck by the plain use of mystery religion terminology here and elsewhere by Paul, but we cannot be expected to believe that Satan was able to predict, through the Old Testament, the life of Jesus when Paul considers it to be God's hidden mystery that he had only recently revealed through Paul's gospel. 
In the final analysis, we find that the resurrection story of Jesus could quite easily be understood as the natural product of a dying-and-rising god motif. How exactly this turned into a legend regarding an empty tomb will be explained in greater detail in the following section and we will also see a few examples of exactly where some of this may have come into play. Indeed, the very resurrection itself is simply an essential element in the story of a savior godman, and if Christianity began with a historic Jesus, then the resurrection quite probably represents an aspect of the legendary embellishment that was attached to this religious leader.
5. Examining the Historic Evidence
Now we come to the heart of this debate. If we place our reservations regarding the historic method aside, if we look beyond the initial difficulties presented to us by the concept of a resurrection, and if we can pretend for a moment that Christianity formed more or less in a vacuum--that is, not significantly influenced by contemporary dying-and-rising- god motifs--then we find ourselves left with nothing but a handful of ancient documents that claim someone saw something. This is all the evidence we have to go by. But how reliable are these documents, these gospels? Indeed, all of the gospels are anonymous, yet all ancient documents that both claim to report factual information and that we possess complete manuscripts of identify their authors internally; the three types of ancient writings that do not identify their authors are forgeries, fictions, and the gospels. Considering that no one knows for sure who wrote them, when or where they were written, and that nothing they say can be traced back definitively to real eyewitnesses, one might suspect their evidential value is less than Christian apologists like to claim. The only exceptions to this anonymous body of documents constituting the evidence for Jesus' resurrection are the letters of Paul; we'll look at his writings first. 
Before we turn to Paul, however, there are three noncanonical documents that should be mentioned. The first two are the hypothetical source document Q and the Gospel of Thomas--neither of which mention Jesus' alleged resurrection. The importance of this glaring omission cannot be ignored. There was at least one, probably more, early Christian groups who produced a document recording the important sayings of their founder, but none mention any miraculous rising from the dead. Certainly these groups could not have been ignorant of his resurrection had it occurred, and since the other gospels record supposedly important sayings of Jesus made after the resurrection, one could surely expect to find some evidence of Jesus' resurrection in these two sources. However, the striking absence of such material is evidence in favor of the theory that the empty tomb story is the result of legendary development. Now, turning to the third document, the Gospel of Peter, we find only a partial scroll fragment that picks up in the middle of what appears to be a resurrection narrative. This story, however, contains embellishments accepted as such universally. I draw our attention to this document because it proves with certainty that the empty tomb story suffered legendary embellishment; our task now is to determine whether the Gospel of Peter is merely our first evidence of such embellishment, or if the canonical gospels and Paul's writings are similarly untrustworthy.
5.1. Paul and the Resurrection
The writings of Paul represent our earliest Christian sources and constitute the best evidence for what early Christianity probably looked like. However, Paul only claims to know of Jesus' resurrection by a revelation from Heaven, and he provides no evidence whatever for a pre-Markan empty tomb tradition. Without doubt, the presence of an empty tomb must be inferred into the writings of Paul for he nowhere specifically mentions it. What Paul does mention, however, provides striking evidence in favor for the theory I am advancing. We will see this in the way that Paul's account of Jesus' post-resurrection appearances do not provide any evidence for an empty tomb (and actually argue against it), and Paul's teaching on the nature of Jesus' resurrection renders an empty tomb useless.
5.1.1. Paul and the Resurrection Appearances
In 1 Cor. 15:3-8, we find the section of scripture in which Paul most directly deals with Jesus' resurrection appearances. Apologists have seized upon this pericope and claimed that it represents an early church creed that pre-dates Paul--perhaps dating to the late 30's--and therefore demonstrates that surviving attestation to Jesus' resurrection is very early and therefore very reliable. But is this really the case? I hardly think so. Robert M. Price has made a convincing argument in favor of considering these verses, along with verses 9-11, as post-Pauline interpolations. If he is right, then this section of Pauline evidence for the empty tomb loses all value. However, it is not necessary to accept Price's conclusion in order to see that these verses offer no solid evidence for the empty tomb; I will offer four lines of evidence that demonstrate this lack of Pauline evidence for an empty tomb.
First, we must remember that the strength of this Pauline evidence is argued for by claiming that Paul is quoting a very early source which contained the essentials of Jesus' death and resurrection. However, I find this conclusion dubious. For one thing, it seems highly unlikely that Paul would quote any tradition he had received from other humans in the context of these verses. Price explains the problem:
Let us not seek to avoid facing the contradiction between the notion of Paul's receiving the gospel he preached from earlier tradents and the protestation in Galatians 1:1, 11-12 that 'I did not receive it from man.' ... Galatians 1:12 makes it clear, surely, that Paul means to deny precisely his dependence on any human instruction (74-75, 2005).
Again, it is not necessary to conclude here that Paul could not be the author of both these passages in Galatians and 1 Corinthians, but we cannot possibly miss the difficulty in arguing that Paul--if he indeed wrote both sets of passages--is quoting an early creed in verses 3-7. The difficulty apologists and scholars have had in reconstructing what this creed would have looked like or how it would have formed sufficiently demonstrate the existence of reasonable doubt that any such creed exists here at all. And even if Paul is reciting a creed, who is to say that Paul didn't construct it? Since Paul elsewhere only claims scripture and revelation from God as his sources for his preaching, it is not hard to imagine that Paul could be creating a creed from the revelation he received from God, not other people. Thus, the first objection to evidence for the empty tomb within 1 Cor. 15:3-9 is that we have no good reason to believe Paul is quoting an early source, if indeed Paul is speaking here at all.
Second, as critics have long pointed out, Paul makes no distinction between the appearances Paul narrates to the other apostles and the appearance of the risen Christ he experienced personally. Since we know that Paul's encounter with the risen Christ was visionary in nature, and since no evidence suggests otherwise, Paul offers here no evidence that the other appearances he narrates are not also visionary in nature. In fact, the only distinction Paul makes between his experience and the others is that Paul's came last chronologically. The only way to imagine that Paul means anything different is to take what later sources say for granted and then interpret Paul's words in light of them; however, reading Paul's letters with gospel-colored lenses no doubt hinders a pure and honest interpretation of what Paul preached. Therefore, if we take this section of scripture seriously, Paul nearly tells us explicitly that the apostles' experiences of the risen Christ were not of a physical nature, and this is exactly what we would expect if my theory of the empty tomb is correct.
Third, Paul's reference to an appearance of Christ to five hundred people cannot reasonably be interpreted as a historic, physical appearance of Jesus. If it is anything other than late pseudepigraphy (which I doubt), I can understand it as nothing more than an approximation of alleged visionary appearances to early Christians that Paul has simply lumped together. Quite simply, there is no place for such a large scale appearance of Jesus in the gospel stories, and if such an event had occurred, the gospels' complete silence on the event is most impressive! 
Fourth, and finally, Paul's account of Jesus' resurrection makes no mention of his appearance to the women. This stands in sharp contrast to the gospels which uniformly place women at the site of the empty tomb first. If the existence of the empty tomb goes hand in hand with its visitation by women, as the gospels make clear, then the women's absence here in Paul's writings is further proof that Paul does not necessarily have an empty tomb in mind when he preaches the resurrection. 
5.1.2. Paul and the Spiritual Body of Christ
So what exactly does Paul have in mind when he preaches Jesus' resurrection? Christian apologist N.T. Wright has admitted that Paul quite possibly means precisely what I believe Paul did intend to preach--that Jesus' resurrection was into a new, better body. That is, Paul does not preach Jesus' resurrection as being a physical resurrection of Jesus' corpse. Wright states that it is, "no doubt right that Paul can envisage here the possibility of 'exchange' (losing one body, getting another one) rather than 'addition.'" The inference to draw from this is quite clear--if Jesus' resurrection was a spiritual rather than a physical one, then Jesus would have never exited his tomb, only his physical corpse. Thus, if Paul is right, then there couldn't have been an empty tomb, and if my understanding of Paul is correct, then my theory of the empty tomb is also probably correct. It is, of course, possible that Paul was simply wrong in the sense that Jesus had physically risen from the dead. However, apologists hardly accept this conclusion. They instead try to interpret Paul's preaching differently--as if he actually taught a physical resurrection from the dead which Jesus was the first to experience. Though he is by no means the first to do so, Richard Carrier has argued extensively and persuasively for this position. He states, "The most decisive case of Paul's view comes from an analysis of 1 Corinthians 15." Among this analysis, he includes the following points:
- As noted above, "Paul makes no distinction between his vision and appearances to the others, apart from when it happened (vv. 8, vs. 1-7). This makes it prima facie reasonable that all the appearances were understood by him to be visions and not literally physical in the sense portrayed by the Gospels of Luke and John."
- "Paul's distinction between 'perishable' and 'imperishable' bodies (vv. 42) is based on a distinction between earthly things and things of heaven (vv. 40, 47-9), and it was common belief in antiquity that the heavenly things were ethereal. Since Paul does not disclaim the common belief, he must be assuming his readers already accept it. This makes it prima facie reasonable that he means the "imperishable body" to be an ethereal one, not a body of flesh."
- "Paul literally makes this distinction, calling the one a "natural body" (psychikos) and the other a "spiritual body" (pneumatikos), and says that they both coexist in one person (vv. 44), in that first there is a natural body which is then infused with a spiritual one (vv. 46), thus the resurrected body is clearly in his mind something lacking the physical body we know, the body that is conceived in a womb and only later infused with a sprit. He says outright (here and in 2 Cor. 4:16-5:9) that the body we know, the body of flesh, is sown only to die, and only this other, second body, the body of the spirit, rises to new life."
- "Paul distinguishes Adam and Jesus in a certain way that supports this: Adam is regarded as being alive in the psychic sense, Jesus as giving life in the pneumatic sense (vv. 45), and Paul relates them as opposites (also vv. 22), so that as Adam was given physical form, beginning the age of sin, Jesus transcended it, ending sin. For Adam was made of dust (crude matter), but the resurrected Jesus was not (vv.47, cf. 48-9)."
- "Paul says point blank that "flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God" (vv. 50), because flesh and blood is the mortal, perishable body, and we are resurrected as an imperishable body (ibid.). It is thus plain that he does not believe that the resurrection involved flesh and blood, i.e a physical body in our familiar sense, but a different, ethereal body, like the same sort of body angels have (and according to the Gospels, Jesus said we shall be like angels, cf. Mk. 12:25; Mt. 22:30; Lk. 20:34-36)."
- "We can also note how the entire context of 1 Corinthians 15, especially vv. 33ff., supports this interpretation. Paul is clearly trying to explain what the resurrected body is like, of which Christ's resurrection is the first fruit, to Christians in Corinth who want to know. Yet he works entirely from first principles, building a theological, scripturally-based argument. He never once does the obvious: simply quote the witness of the Disciples who saw Jesus' resurrected body. Yet wouldn't that make more sense? The only rationale Paul could have for not simply saying "The resurrected body is like this, because Peter saw it, and Thomas handled it," etc. is that these things did not happen. Rather, just like Paul's revelation, the original disciples must have seen Christ only in visions."
It appears to me that Carrier is right. The notion that Jesus rose into a spiritual body makes sense of the rest of Paul's teachings, but the notion of Jesus' corpse having physically left his tomb does not--this notion stretches Pauline interpretation to the breaking point. G.A. Wells further explains:
The earliest (pre-gospel) Christian thinking did not make Jesus tarry on Earth after his resurrection, but supposed that he was immediately exalted to heaven, from where his subsequent appearances were made. It is quite consistent with this that Paul understood him to have risen with a "glorious" body of heavenly radiance (see Phil. 3:21), not of flesh and blood, which, he says, cannot inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 15:50). (127)
Wells, quoting C.F. Evans, adds:
"There are passages in the New Testament which virtually ignore resurrection and pass straight to an exaltation to God or to his right hand." They give the impression that "exaltation is the primary and inclusive concept" and that "resurrection is subordinate and contained within it." (279) 
In conclusion, it appears that Paul understood the nature of Jesus' resurrection to be spiritual and the nature of his subsequent appearances to be visionary. This stands in direct contrast to the story of a literal empty tomb out of which Jesus' corpse had risen. Thus, if my assessment of Paul is correct, then it is virtually guaranteed that the story of the empty tomb is a legendary embellishment. But if Paul's writings are not this kind of evidence against the empty tomb, they are, at the very least, certainly not evidence for it. Randel Helms offers a powerful summary of the evidence we have just considered:
None of these appearances [mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor. 3-7], in anything like the sequence Paul lists, is depicted in the four Gospels. Moreover, not one of the Gospel resurrection appearances is identical with those listed by Paul. Paul did not know the Gospel resurrection stories, for the simple reason that they had not yet been invented, and the four evangelists, who wrote twenty to fifty years after Paul, either did not know his list of appearances or chose to ignore it. Perhaps most surprising of all the differences is Paul's failure to mention the legend of the empty tomb, which was, for the writer of the earliest Gospel (Mark), the only public, visible evidence for the resurrection. Though Paul vigorously attempts to convince the Christians at Corinth, some of whom apparently doubted, that Jesus indeed rose from the dead, he never mentions this most striking piece of evidence. Indeed, he had probably never heard of it; it was a legend that grew up in Christian communities different from his own... Worse yet,... for Paul, resurrection meant not the resuscitation of a corpse involving the removal of a stone and the emptying of a tomb, but a transformation from a dead physical body to a living spiritual one. (130)
5.2. The Gospels and Their Legendary Development
Moving now to the gospels, it is important to point out that the gospels contain at least "apparent contradictions" in the resurrection narratives, but these carry a certain significance and insignificance. That the gospels be in perfect harmony is important to the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, but not logically necessary to belief in Jesus' resurrection. In fact, many apologists don't even try to harmonize the gospels. Instead they claim that tension among the gospels' small details is what we would expect if we were dealing with actual eyewitness accounts; if all the stories matched up perfectly, it would raise the suspicion that the gospel writers had gotten together behind closed doors and secretly ironed out the details of their fictions. It seems to me that the apologists are somewhat right--the gospels do not have to agree on every single detail in order to all revolve around a genuine historic core; inerrancy is not a requirement of overall, general accuracy. Thus, in this sense, the contradictions among the gospel resurrection narratives are insignificant. However, the inconsistencies become very significant when placed under careful examination. In the end, it appears that the gospels do not contradict each other in only trivial places while keeping an authentic historic core in tact; instead, these inconsistencies are our keys to unlocking the manner in which the evangelists constructed their fictions. In referring to the gospels as "fictions," I mean what Randel Helms meant: "a narrative whose purpose [was] less to describe the past than to affect the present." Archbishop Peter Carnley explains this problematic situation:
The presence of discrepancies might be a sign of historicity if we had four clearly independent but slightly different versions of the story, if only for the reason that four witnesses are better than one. But, of course, it is now impossible to argue that what we have in the four gospel accounts of the empty tomb are four contemporaneous but independent accounts of the one event... [T]he discrepancies... can be explained as... redactions for apologetic and kergymatic reasons of a single story originating from one source. (237)
Without doubt, the single source Carnley speaks of is the Gospel of Mark. Accordingly, it is with Mark's gospel that we will begin our look into the gospel evidence for the resurrection; from there, we will examine the other gospel accounts and assess how the resurrection narratives were created. 
5.2.1. The Meaning of Mark's Empty Tomb
For various reasons, it can be argued that Mark probably didn't even think he was writing history--rather what Mark wrote was an extended and entirely fictional parable. However, it is not necessary to argue in favor of this conclusion for the whole of Mark's gospel to suggest that Mark's empty tomb is fictional. We have just seen how Paul offers no evidence for a pre-Markan empty tomb tradition, and although Mark appears to have had some familiarity with Q, is it evident that Q contained no resurrection narrative; consequently, we are left to wonder exactly where Mark got his information about the empty tomb. Some have speculated that Mark's gospel contains a pre-Markan passion narrative that included the resurrection narrative, but this remains speculation. In the end, it appears that Mark meant his empty tomb symbolically. I will present six lines of convergent evidence that support this conclusion.
First, as both Charles H. Talbert and Robert M. Price have shown, the empty tomb in Mark neatly fits an ancient literary genre of myth; Price explains: 
It is an ancient apotheosis narrative, such as were frequently told about figures both ancient and contemporary. The basic outline has the hero suddenly turn up missing. His companions try to find him but cannot. There is no trace of his body or of his clothing. With the help of a heavenly voice or a remembered prophecy, they realize the hero has ascended to heaven to take his place among the gods. We can adduce ample instances from the Old Testament, Greek and Roman myth, and from Hellenistic-era hero biographies (the genre to which the gospels belong.) (334) 
Second, and in further support of the view that Mark's empty tomb is mythic, we recall the dying-and-rising god motif mentioned above. If Jesus was a figure who fit this dying-and-rising theme, then there must have been a rising! The details of Mark's resurrection narrative are not even without specific parallel to the other myths of the dying-and-rising gods. Carrier notes:
Parallels with the then-contemporary Osiris cult are curiously strong... Among the links: Osiris was sealed in a casket (equivalent to a tomb) by seventy-two conspirators, while the Sanhedrin who condemned Christ consisted of seventy-one men, and Judas makes seventy-two; Osiris was then resurrected on the third day, and died during a full moon, just like Christ (for Passover comes at the full moon). (159)
For another example of this, we may observe the approach of the women to Jesus' tomb; this would have most certainly called to mind the imagery of the female mourning cults Mark and his readers were no doubt familiar with. As Robert M. Price explains, these cults would have included those, "who mourned for slain gods like Tammuz (Ezek. 8:14), Baal Haddad (Zech. 12:11), and Osiris." Without doubt, the approach to Jesus' tomb by Mary resembles, "the searching goddesses Cybele, Ishtar, Isis, Aphrodite, and Anat (333-334)." In these stories, we see goddesses like Isis anoint the dead body of Osiris in order to bring him back to life. Thus, the anointing that Mary planned, which previously made no sense if it were to preserve a body that had been rotting for three days, suddenly makes perfect sense if we understand that Mark is drawing our attention to the fact that Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one; we then see that the attendance of the tomb by women fits perfectly with the supposition that the story of Jesus' resurrection is influenced by the popular dying-and-rising god motif. But wait. There is a significant difference between Isis and Mary--Mary never gets to anoint the body because it is already risen! Accordingly, we see that Mark would have had a very strong reason to invent the story of the women attending Jesus' tomb first: To transvalue the common model provided by contemporary female mourning cults to demonstrate Jesus' superiority over other dying-and-rising gods by showing that Jesus was resurrected according to the anointing and power of his Father, not by the anointing of Mary. 
Third, it seems very possible that Mark's understanding of the resurrection was not entirely different from Paul's. Carrier demonstrates this possibility:
[W]hen Mark has witnesses claim Jesus said, "I will destroy this holy residence made by hands, and in three days build another house not made by hands," he seem to be quite overtly calling up Pauline resurrection doctrine: the human body in which we now reside will be destroyed, and a new, superhuman body fashioned in its place. For the naos, as the sacred building containing the image of God, is here an obvious analogy to the human body--Paul often equated the body with a temple, and the three days is an overt invocation of the three days between Christ's dying and rising. One might also see a connection between Pauline resurrection discourse on nakedness and clothing, and Mark's use of a "young man" who loses his linen garment (representing the body of flesh, like the linen cloth that "clothes" the dead Jesus in Mark 15:26), becoming naked (Mark 14:51-52), then after "the resurrection" is clothed in a white robe (Mark 16:5), representing the celestial body (e.g., Dan. 12:2-3. 10). (157)
That the young man in Mark 14:51-52 and the man in Jesus' tomb is the same person is made clear in the Greek; indeed, as Dennis MacDonald has pointed out (165-166), Mark refers to no other character in his gospel by the Greek word translated in these passages as "young man," thus rendering the anonymous figure symbolically enigmatic. Also, the verb translated here as "wearing" is nowhere else used in Mark's gospel and probably demonstrates the metaphoric nature of the young man's garments. Furthermore, considering the location of this anonymous young man just before Jesus' trial and just after his resurrection, it is suggested that Mark has intentionally bracketed his passion narrative with the figure to contrast the old and new bodies involved in Jesus' resurrection.
Fourth, the potential for Mark's empty tomb to have been understood symbolically by his readers is further confirmed by the extensive and pervasive influence of Orphic theology. In other words, contemporary Orphic ideas would have conditioned Marks readers to readily understand exactly what Mark's symbol meant. Carrier explains:
[T]he influence of Orphism on certain strands of Jewish thought from as early as the second century BCE is well established. Plato puts the Orphic view like this: "In reality we are just as if we were dead. In fact I once heard the wise men say we are now dead, and the body is our tomb." In fact, he has Socrates claim the word sma itself was actually derived from a word for 'tomb' (sma) for this very reason, as "some say it is a tomb of the soul, as if the soul were buried in the present life," especially the "Orphics," who think the soul needs a body as an "enclosure, in order to keep it safe, the image of a jailhouse," hence making the body "a safe" for the soul.
Accordingly, a tomb would be a recognizable symbol for the body, especially in the context of a salvation cult. And an empty tomb would therefore symbolize and empty body, representing the fact that the soul has risen (into a new body), leaving a mere 'shell' behind, which was its 'tomb' in life. (162)
Fifth, Mark's death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus are all consciously constructed with an eye on the Old Testament. It is not enough to simply argue that Jesus' life fulfilled what the Old Testament prophesied of him; such an argument fails to see what is really going on in Mark's narrative. First, Mark consciously modeled his resurrection narrative after the story of Daniel and the lion's den. The evidence for this conclusion seems rather inconclusive if examining just Mark, but, as we will see, Matthew appears to have seen that this is exactly what Mark was doing and expanded unambiguously on Mark's narrative with embellished details from Daniel. Furthermore, Mark clearly is influenced heavily by Psalms 22, 23, and 24; Mark adapts the relevant phrases directly from the Septuagint and constructs his resurrection narrative such that he intentionally draws attention to this fact--the phrase, "on the first day of the week," (Mk. 16:2) is found in the Greek Old Testament only in Psalm 24. 
Sixth, and finally, the ending of Mark's gospel has caused quite a stir. It is nearly universally agreed that verses 9-20 of Mark are a later addition to the text, thus Mark's gospel ends with the women remaining silent and in fear. What could this possibly mean? This ending has apparently been unsatisfactory for Christians who believed in a physical resurrection writing after Mark--they've all changed it. Thus the forced conclusion is that the women's silence was temporary, however Mark gives no indication of this. But if Mark meant his empty tomb to be symbolic, then his ending makes perfect sense. Mark has the women remain silent because he knows his readers have never heard the story of the empty tomb before. And, as Price points out, resurrection appearances would have been unnecessary to operate as the climax to Mark's apotheosis story. 
In summary, the meaning of Mark's empty tomb has been shown to be readily understandable in a purely symbolic, mythical sense. Indeed, there is no compelling reason to suppose that Mark meant it any other way. He might have, but it instead appears that it was originally a symbol--as opposed to a historic fact--that became the subject of subsequent legendary embellishment. (Even Mark's promised appearance of the savior in Galilee could be understood either as the parousia, or simply a visionary appearance like that of Paul's.) Turning to the other gospels now, their dependence on Mark becomes clear. There appears to be no historic core preserved by these accounts--only what subsequent gospel writers inherited from Mark's original narrative. At the point that Mark's gospel ends, the other gospels become irreconcilable; upon examination, it becomes clear that the later evangelists' accounts are purely fictional constructions and reworkings of Mark. For the sake of space, however, we will not be able to give a detailed look at the other gospels. Instead, we will consider two evidences of embellishment in Matthew, and one in each of the other gospels.
5.2.2. The Embellishments in Matthew
First, perhaps the most common claim made by those who wish to establish the historicity of the empty tomb is that the claim put forth by the Jews recorded in Matthew 28:13 presupposes that Jesus' tomb was indeed empty. In other words, the Jews wouldn't have claimed the disciples had stolen Jesus' body if Jesus' body was still in the tomb. But is this claim put forth by Matthew really evidence that Jesus' tomb was empty? I do not believe that it is; it appears rather to be the product of legendary embellishment.
Richard Carrier describes the first problem we have in taking Matthew's record of the guards' bribe and the report of the Jews seriously: "There could be no source for Matthew's account: since the guards lied and the women weren't there, who saw the angel descend and the guards become like dead men?... Typical of the genre of fiction, Matthew's story involves reporting secret conversations no Christian source would likely be privy to (Carrier 359)." Because there is no evident way Matthew could have received this account from authentic sources, we must conclude that he either received this report from later hearsay, or Matthew may have simply invented it. However, is there even any reason to suppose that Matthew was responding to a genuine Jewish polemic? It does not appear so. First, Matthew refers to the saying existing only among anonymous Jews at a date historically removed from the resurrection event by several decades. Had the story been truly circulating among the Jewish authorities, Matthew could have named them, but he does not. Earl Doherty also raises serious questions about the reliability of Matthew's cl..
If this story was widely known throughout the first century, why do we see no sign of it anywhere else, either in the other Gospels or in the epistles? If it was widely circulating, then Christian claims to Jesus' resurrection would be repeatedly challenged on its basis and there would be a major industry in Christian apologetics to counter it. If it were true, the other evangelists would hardly have been ignorant of it and would not likely have remained silent on the whole thing. Those reputed references to Jesus in the Talmud give no hint of such a story circulating among Jews, and if they could be regarded as preserving any authentic traditions about Jesus, they would hardly have lost sight of the argument that the disciples had stolen Jesus' body. Not even Acts breathes a word of this fantasy. (Doherty 172)
Not only is there no independent corroboration of Matthew's record of the Jewish polemic in question, but careful observation of the story reveals that it possesses details that indicate it was invented by a Christian; as David Strauss demonstrates:
The most inconceivable feature is the alleged conduct of the Sanhedrin... Their conduct, when the guards, returning from the grave, apprised them of the resurrection of Jesus, is truly impossible. They believe the assertion of the soldiers that Jesus had risen out of his grave in a miraculous manner. How could the council, many of whose members were Sadducees [who didn't even believe in a resurrection], receive this as credible? Even the Pharisees in the Sanhedrin, though they held in theory the possibility of a resurrection, would not, with the mean opinion which they entertained of Jesus, be inclined to believe in his resurrection; especially as the assertion in the mouth of the guards sounded just as a falsehood invented to screen a failure in duty. The real Sanhedrists, on hearing such an assertion from the soldiers, would have replied with exasperation: You lie! you slept and allowed him to be stolen... This [polemic] is evidently spoken entirely on the Christian presupposition of the reality of the resurrection of Jesus; a presupposition however which is quite incorrectly attributed to the members of the Sanhedrin... If it therefore remains that according to Matthew the high council must in a formal session have resolved on bribing the guards: such as act of baseness could only be attributed to the council as such by the rancour of the primitive Christians, among whom our anecdote arose. (707-708)
Indeed, as a child who believed Matthew's account to be historically accurate, I remember being amazed at how Matthew's account of the bribery of the guards indicated that the Jews and guards both knew that Jesus had risen from the dead, yet sought to cover this fact up. I could not imagine that these men could know Jesus had risen but would refuse to follow him. However, I now see that this story makes much more sense when considered to simply be early Christian propaganda. Perhaps at a point in history, removed by decades from the alleged time of Jesus, as Christians began to preach an empty tomb, a number of Jews replied to the claim by stating something like, "even if the tomb was empty, all that would prove is that the disciples stole the body," and thus Matthew's refutation of this claim would be born. In fact, this is probably the only form of the Jewish polemic Matthew knew; as Strauss notes, "Matthew himself, by the statement: and this saying is commonly reported among the Jews to this day,--indicates a calumnious Jewish report as the source of his information (708)." As Matthew is the only evangelist to record the guard at the tomb of Jesus, it is likely that Matthew invented the guard to counter the claim that Jesus' body could have been stolen. Ultimately, Matthew's story does not demonstrate the historicity of the empty tomb; instead, it only proves Christians' desires to assert and defend it through means of legendary embellishment.
Second, the Greek construction of Matthew's gospel demonstrates that Matthew recognized Mark's dependence on Daniel as a literary model for the empty tomb and then expanded on Mark's symbol using the Septuagint. Randel Helms demonstrates this point with powerful clarity and I will quote him at length:
Mark does not make it clear enough to Matthew's satisfaction that the figure the women see at the tomb is an angel (aggelos) as Daniel had clearly called him; Mark's figure is merely a youth (neaniskon) in a white robe. For the sake of prophetic fulfillment, Matthew changed "youth" to "angel of the Lord" (Matt. 28:2). Moreover, since Mark does not describe the figure in terms unmistakably angelic, Matthew alters the description, again on the basis of the Septuagint version of Daniel, where he finds a heavenly being whose "raiment was white as snow" (to enduma autou leukon hosei chion--Dan. 7:9); thus Matthew's angel has "raiment white as snow" (to enduma auto leukon hos chion--Matt. 28:3). Matthew's angel has a spectacular mien: "His appearance was like lightning" (en de he eidea autou hos astrape--Matt. 28:3), as in Daniel, who says of an angel that "his face was as the appearance of lightning" (to prosopon autou hos he horasis astrapes--Dan. 10:6). Mark's figure says, "Do not be amazed" (Me ekthambeisthe--16:5); Matthew, however, knowing that angels, when they appear, say, "Do not be afraid" (Me phobou--Dan. 10:12), changes he opening of the angel's speech to the women to accord with the Old Testament: "Do not be afraid" (Me phobeisthe--Matt. 28:5)...(136)
Further parallels exist as many scholars have long observed: Daniel's accusers are thrown to the lions and become dead men whereas Matthew's guards become "like dead men"; Daniel brings wishes of eternal life to the king whereas Jesus is the king risen to bring us eternal life; Matthew's women and Daniel's king both visit the tombs at dawn; both tombs are sealed (again, same Greek word) with a stone. 
5.2.3. The Embellishments in Luke-Acts
The most obvious mythic element of Luke's resurrection narrative (besides the ascension) is perhaps the appearance of Jesus to the disciples on the road to Emmaus. As Robert M. Price explains, "the basic premise of the story is a very ancient mytheme, whereby the gods test the mettle of mortals by walking among them incognito to see how they are treated." It is also worth pointing out that Luke has been forced to change the words of the messenger at the empty tomb; no longer does an angel say that Jesus will meet the disciples in Galilee, but rather, Luke's angel reminds the women of what Jesus said while he was in Galilee. This discrepancy can be easily understood has the result of Luke's need to have the disciples remain in Jerusalem for the ascension and Pentecost narratives that Luke alone records. 
5.2.4. The Embellishments in John
John's gospel, in verses 1-14 of chapter 21, presents us with one embellishment that clearly borrows from a contemporary mythic story told of the vegetarian Pythagoras. In the original story, the sage correctly guesses the number of fish caught in exchange for their release. In John's story, however, Jesus guesses not the number of fish, but the location of the fish, yet John records the number of fish anyway--153, a Pythagorean "triangular" number. 
6. Conclusion
So what are we to make of all of this? It seems clear to me that the empty tomb story is explained best as the product of legendary development, not as a historic event. As Richard Carrier concludes, "Christ's resurrection is one of the best attested and most widely believed and celebrated miracles in history, and yet here we have seen that it is one of the worst supported historical claims we have. The readiest explanation for this lack of evidence is that it isn't really true, given all we know about the time and place in question, about historical sources and human nature and the natural world in general (244-45, 2005)." In closing, let us review what has been established: The empty story suffered legendary embellishment, the only question is whether or not there was ever an authentic historic core to begin with. It looks to me like this is not the case--the empty tomb was more probably a symbol that became the subject of later legendary development. Consequently, one should conclude that the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus is not--by any stretch of the imagination--the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.
The Resurrection:  Myth or History?
First Rebuttal to Richard Spencer
Thanks to Richard for a great opening statement and an intelligent debate.  The rules of our debate, in addition to hyperlinks to Richard's opening statement and first rebuttal, can be found here.
2. Miracles and the Historic Method

       Richard begins by observing that, "if one wanted to demonstrate that Jesus rose from the dead, history is the wrong tool to use." 
It is an allegedly historical event, so we can only wonder which tool Richard would find more preferable? Besides, if we agree with Richard, then the rest of the debate is a waste of time. It forces us to conclude a priori before considering a shred of evidence -- that no reasonable person would ever believe in the resurrection. 

      Richard lists objections relating to proving the resurrection historically, but only two require an answer: "Second, one must eliminate the possibility of all natural causation. In critical inquiry, we must first determine that something is not in this world before we conclude that it is out of this world. Third, there is no method in place to determine which supernatural explanation to evoke. If it is true that Jesus rose from the dead, how do we prove that his resurrection was caused by Yahveh as opposed to Allah? It seems there is no distinct way."

Richard tasks me with proving by a 100% certainty that the resurrection occurred. But that's not what our resolution says: our mutual goal is not to provide "the only imaginable explanation for the empty tomb" but to provide the "most reasonable explanation." For my explanation to be the "most reasonable, " it must be more than 50% likely. Even Richard's champion, Richard Carrier, agrees: "For the resurrection to be believed, one must show that the sum of all final epistemic probabilities of theft and all other explanations that exclude a resurrection is less than 50% (The Empty Tomb, 368). 

This principle is intuitively obvious as well. Imagine you have a certain coin that you know is weighted so that 60% of the time it will land on tails and only 40% of the time land on heads. Will you ever bet on heads? No, I would hope not. The most reasonable person will always conclude that [x event] occurred when the evidence tends to show that the event is more than 50% likely.

His third objection is not relevant to our debate. Although I am Christian, this debate is not about Christianity: it's simply about determining whether an allegedly historical event occurred. A person would be within his epistemic rights to acknowledge the historicity of the resurrection while denying the Bible's explanation for that resurrection. We could even acknowledge the resurrection while rejecting God's existence altogether! For example, perhaps Jesus rose from the dead because he discovered an as of yet undiscovered natural way of restoring his own life after death. 

       Richard goes on to offer clarification that "we must simply recognize a miracle as the most improbable of events. However, this presents historians with a deep problem. Bart Ehrman explains: "Since historians can establish only what probably happened in the past, they cannot show that miracles happened, since this would involve a contradiction--that the most improbable event is the most probable (Ehrman 229)."

I find it amazing that Richard refers to miracles as the "most improbable" of events. Where does this probability come from? Richard's reasoning is especially puzzling given that he told us in an earlier paragraph that "we must be given some method for determining the probability of supernatural causation. However, I know of no such method." Apparently, however, he has now devised a method and this unknown method tells us in advance that the probability of a miracle occurring must be lower than the probability of any other event, no matter how absurd. Despite Richard's insistence that he has not ruled our miracles a priori, how can he know that a miracle is the "most improbable" conclusion, unless he knows in advance that miracles never happen?

       Richard goes on to quote Bob Price as saying "No historical inference is possible unless the historian assumes a basic analogy of past experience with present. If we do not grant this, nothing will seem amiss...as long as one's sole criterion of historical probability is 'anything goes (Price 419-420, 2005).'" Ultimately, since historical inquiry utilizes methodological naturalism, it means that historical inquiry can only demonstrate the existence of mysteries, not the supernatural."

My opening statement assumes a basic analogy of past experience with present. Do we have past experience with crucifixions in ancient Roman history? Thousands of them. Do we have deaths resulting from them? Of course we do; it was a death penalty. Do we have past experience with people being buried in tombs after their death? Obviously. Do we have past experience with people not removing bodies from graves? Of course we do; the vast majority of graves in the history of the human race were no doubt untouched. Do we have past experience with bodies missing from graves? Sure, there have been instances of grave robbery, exhumed corpses, etc. If anything, it is critics' arguments that sometimes lack analogies to past experience. How many people survived crucifixion, for example? Or how many crucified (or otherwise executed) Jews went left unburied? Those events are almost unprecedented, making their initial probability under Richard's analysis very low.

       He then says, "If this event did occur, the evidence required to establish that it occurred must be as spectacular as the event itself. Moreover, the evidence required to establish reasonable belief in a claim must be proportional to the nature of the claim. In other words, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence; since the resurrection of Jesus--a physical impossibility--would be perhaps the most extraordinary event in history, we would need exceptional evidence to historically establish its occurrence, yet, as we will see, this is not at all the kind of evidence we have."

Richard's statement that the evidence must be "proportional" to the claim suggests that extraordinary evidence equals identical evidence. In Richard's words, "the evidence... must be as spectacular as the event itself." The only kind of evidence for the resurrection that fits that definition would be another resurrection. But a second resurrection would be an extraordinary claim requiring a third resurrection to validate the second, a third to validate the fourth, etc. His methodology cleverly prevents anyone from believing in the resurrection regardless of the evidence. 

Besides, the claim that Alexander the Great conquered the known world by the time he was 33, is extraordinary. The claim that 3,000 years ago, the ancient Greeks had representative democracy, women's rights, an advanced aquifer system, and beautiful literature housed in libraries, is really extraordinary. What evidence would be "proportional" to those extraordinary claims? Assuming we don't have such evidence, then we must reject their historicity -- or else commit the Fallacy of Special Pleading.

So Richard wants to begin the debate with a series of stacked presuppositions. He asks you to assume that (1) no miraculous event could ever be proven, in which case both of us -- not to mention every reader -- have wasted our time by discussing it, (2) that I must demonstrate the resurrection by a 100% probability, which is inconsistent with our debate resolution and seriously begs the question in favor of naturalism, (3) that I am required to defend Christianity in order to defend the resurrection, which I've shown to be unnecessary, (4) that a miracle is the most unlikely explanation for anything, which he can only know if he knows in advance that miracles never occur, and (5) that the only evidence sufficient to believe in any event must be substantially identical to the event itself, which forces us to reject the authenticity of any extraordinary, unique historical event. 

A joke will illustrate how powerful presuppositions can be. A certain man believed that he was dead. Friends, co-workers, and family tried to convince the man that he was alive, but he refused to believe any of it. Desperate, he went to a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist attempted to persuade the man that he wasn't dead, but the man just wouldn't believe the doctor. So the psychiatrist challenged the patient. The doctor said, "Dead men do not bleed. I want you to go home and research this topic and confirm the truth in my words." So the man left the psychiatrist's office, and for months he researched the question of whether dead men can bleed. He poured over PDR's, interviewed hematologists, etc. Eventually, he was satisfied that dead men do not bleed. So he returned to the psychiatrist and said, "Okay, you've convinced me. Dead men don't bleed. So what?" The psychiatrist took a needle and poked the man, at which point the man began to bleed. The man looked down in horror and screamed, "Oh my God! Dead men do bleed after all!!"

If we approach the evidence -- and remember, Richard indoctrinated us with all this before evaluating a word of it -- with an invincible bias against believing any of it, then of course we will be forced to agree with his conclusion that belief in the resurrection is not reasonable. 

In my opening statement, I did not ask you to make any theological or methodological presuppositions. I want you to allow the evidence to shape your philosophy, not the other way around. I don't want you to be like the bleeding dead man. I want you to be alive, just like Jesus is. 

3. General Problems with the Resurrection

       Richard begins his presentation by presenting what he feels are the problems with Christian theism. He writes, "Following William Lane Craig, it has been the habit of many Christian apologists, in debates on the existence of God, to deploy historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus as evidence for the existence of God. Accordingly, it is quite fitting here, in a debate on the resurrection of Jesus, that I call into question the existence of God. As Richard Carrier explains, "for resurrection to be true, Christian Theism must also be true, and yet Christian Theism faces tremendous problems regarding plausibility, disconfirmation, and evidential support, and resorts to ad hoc solutions to observations and theoretical concepts that are difficult to explain or reconcile (Carrier 355)." 

Carrier is wrong. As I demonstrated in Richard's introduction, a person does not have to be a theist at all let alone a Christian theist to acknowledge the resurrection as a historical event. 

       Richard then poses the question, "How would a myth be exploded in antiquity? They had no newspapers, telephones, photographs, or access to public documents to consult to check a story. There were no reporters, coroners, forensic scientists, or even detectives. If someone was not a witness, all people had was a man's word, and they would most likely base their judgment not on anything we would call evidence, but on the display of sincerity by the storyteller, by his ability to persuade, and impress them with a show, by the potential rewards his story had to offer, and by its "sounding right" to them. Thus, Paul could demonstrate any point he wanted by simply articulating a clever proof from a reinterpretation of scripture, or, failing that, all he had to do was claim a revelation from God. No other evidence really mattered--clearly, since he never uses any other. In times like these, legends had it easy." (Carrier 172, 2005) 

Richard's logic suggests that everyone (i.e. our Founding Fathers) born prior to the advent of cameras and telephones was a born sucker. Richard goes too far by equating a lack of forensic science with a lack of a brain. While forensic science may be a recent invention, human reason is not. The Greco-Roman world in particular produced some of the most brilliant minds in history: Plato, Aristotle, Homer, Pythagoras, Epicurus, Tacitus, Julius Caesar... the list goes on. Intelligent discernment doesn't require modern forensics. 

The Jews would be (and were) even more skeptical than the Romans of bold theological claims like the resurrection. The Hebrew Bible repeatedly warned the Jews to beware of false prophets (Isaiah 44:25, Jeremiah 23:16, Lamentations 2:14, Ezekiel 13:9, 22:28), and prophets who spoke falsely about God were to be put to death (Deuteronomy 13:5, 18:20, Jeremiah 26:11-12). Prior to the time of Christ, many apocryphal books had been written (i.e. 4 Ezra) that claimed divine inspiration from the God of Israel, but these books were frequently rejected by the Jews. They couldn't dust the manuscripts for fingerprints, but they didn't need to in order to evaluate the credibility of someone's claims.

Naturally, the Jews nor the Romans could be deceived by things just like our Founding Fathers could have been. However, both groups were more than sophisticated enough to reject claims that lacked a good amount of evidentiary support. Further, this was a "legend" that people spent the next 300 years dying for. How much evidence would you need in order to suffer torture and die for Christ?

But even within Richard's methodological framework, his hypothesis that the Greco-Roman world would have blindly accepted the resurrection is false. "Persuasive ability"? In 1 Corinthians 2:1-4 and 2 Corinthians 10:10 we see that even members of the church were totally unimpressed by Paul's lack of eloquence. "Impress them with a show?" Well, I readily admit that Paul performed supernatural miracles; that would certainly classify as a show. He reminds his readers of his miracles matter-of-factly (Romans 15:19) and Luke claims to have been an eye-witness to Paul's miracles (Acts 28:5). "Potential rewards his story had to offer?" Abandoning the Roman gods in favor of a small Jewish sect offered nothing but hostility from a person's friends and family, the Roman government, and the Jews. And in return for their persecution, what would they have to gain? The privilege of giving all their money to the church? (Acts 5) "Sounding right to them?" Christianity radically departed from the previous beliefs of either group. Nothing at all about Christianity would have "sounded right" to them. Indeed, Richard himself testifies to the unwillingness of the Greco-Roman world to just blindly accept Christian claims without good evidence by citing the ancient skeptic Celsus, who bitterly argued against the merits of Christianity. 

      In Richard's opinion, another problem with the resurrection of Jesus is that "As narrated in the gospels, the crucifixion of Jesus is a very public event, but his resurrection is a very private one, but why is this so? If Jesus' resurrection was truly a historic event, we would expect evidence of that event to be available to all people in all places at all times. We might even expect the risen Jesus to appear to those who would have held contempt towards him during his life such as the Jews and Romans who allegedly put him to death, not just his followers."

Richard's argument appears to go like this: "If I was resurrected, I would have appeared before my enemies. Jesus did not do this. Therefore, Jesus was not resurrected." That argument is as flawed as me saying, "In the Civil War, the Confederate Ironclad the Merrimack' would never have withdrawn from combat against the Union ironclad 'The Monitor.' Because historians tell us the Merrimack withdrew from combat, the historians must be wrong." What's wrong with that logic? Both Richard's argument and my hypothetical are a logical fallacy known as the No True Scotsman. Simply because Richard feels that Jesus should have done things differently is irrelevant to the question of what actually happened. 

      Richard further postulates that "If Jesus' resurrection was not a historic event, we would expect appearances of the risen Jesus to be limited his followers. It is the latter kind of resurrection attestation we find, not the former."

Again we see the No True Scotsman Fallacy; and I hate to state the obvious, but if the resurrection of Jesus was not a historic event, we would not expect him to appear to anyone after his death! 

       Richard concludes that "Christianity arose with dubious appearances of a risen Christ limited to a single geographical location at a single place in time to a privileged few is more consistent with the proposition that Christianity began like every other religion with the very same credentials: as the natural product of human religious innovation."

Richard's premise is mistaken. Jesus' appeared over a time period of 40 days (Acts 1:3) and in many locations. He appeared to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary at the tomb itself (Matthew 28:8-9), to the disciples on a mountain in Galilee (Matthew 28:16-20), inside a house (John 20:19-23) and then in the same house a week later (John 20:26-29), to Paul outside the town of Damascus (Acts 9), to two disciples just outside the village of Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35) and to the rest of the disciples when they reached the village (Luke 24:37-49). Jesus' appearances span a six week period in half a dozen different locations.

3.4. The Problem of Ascension

       Regarding the ascension, Richard "can think of no good reason that Jesus would not remain on Earth to be seen by members of subsequent generations. It is not at all evident that Jesus had any urgent business to attend in Heaven."

Again we see the No True Scotsman Fallacy. Simply because Richard is unable to fathom why Jesus wouldn't stick around on Earth so that no one could ever deny His glory, doesn't mean the events did not transpire in exactly the way that the Bible tells us. 

Richard then implies that the ascension is just a convenient after-thought by Luke. That view is completely false. The ascension is a major theme throughout the book of Acts in which it is found. (Acts 1:6-12, 2:33, 3:21, and 7:55) Moreover, the ascension is independently testified to by Paul (Ephesians 2:6, 4:8-10, 1 Timothy 3:16, Colossians 3:1), and Peter (1 Peter 3:22) and the unknown author of the book of Hebrews (Hebrews 1:13, 6:20). Jesus even foretold his ascension when he told his captors "You will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven." (Mark 14:62, Matthew 26:64, Luke 22:69) Rather than some convenient after-thought or matter of "historic necessity, " the ascension is a major theme recorded in nine different books throughout the New Testament that were all written before the ascension story was recorded in Acts. 

       Richard then poses an entirely different objection to Jesus' ascension, claiming that "it makes sense only on the erroneous picture of the cosmos imagined by those alive at the time the claim was made. In this ancient worldview, it was believed that heaven was literally above the clouds and that hell was literally beneath us--Earth existed in the middle of a three-story universe. Accordingly, when it was claimed Jesus rose into Heaven, it was because he was actually believed to be ascending into Heaven. We now know that above the clouds is just more atmosphere, and once you get outside that, it's just empty space in which you occasionally run into a celestial body of one kind or another. Is that really where Jesus went?" Amusingly sarcastic commentary follows, after which Richard concludes that the ascension is "part of a legend of the resurrection created by people who possessed an anachronistic view of the cosmos."

Remember all of his presuppositions from the introduction? Here he tries to smuggle in another one: that God and heaven are visually detectable. If that were the case, however, it would virtually disprove the Biblical world-view. The Bible tells us that God is invisible (Hebrews 11:27), and that "things in heaven" are invisible, too. (Colossians 1:15-16) Jesus himself is no longer visible, either (1 Timothy 1:17). Now had the Biblical writers told us that God, Jesus, or heaven are or remained physically detectable after the ascension, then we might have explore this further. But they don't. 

3.5. The General Problem of a Resurrection Body

       Richard's final general objection to the resurrection is his beef with "what the term "resurrection body" or "spiritual body" might even mean; the problem is that a coherent definition of such of thing seems to evade us. When we think of something "spiritual, " what comes to mind is something not necessarily physical--something immaterial. However, a body is clearly something both material and physical. Thus, the term "spiritual body" entails a contradiction--it uses one word to tell us Jesus rose in something physical, but then couples it with an adjective telling us it was not something physical. Consequently, it is not at all clear that we may rationally assert Jesus rose in a spiritual body or (body that had been otherwise transformed); the idea is simply not logically consistent."

If Paul's teaching is "not logically consistent, " and not "coherent, " then no inferences can fairly be drawn about which type of resurrection body Paul preached. Thus, Richard's later conclusions about Paul's teachings on the resurrection are nothing more than an arbitrary Appeal to Ignorance! 

4. The Resurrection and Pagan Influence

      Richard begins by saying, "In discussing the possibility of pagan influences on Christian belief, I wish to demonstrate that even if the story of Jesus' resurrection is not a mere legend, it is at least composed of the stuff legends are made of. In doing so, I think we will see that understanding the nature of belief in Jesus' resurrection (and some of the stories surrounding it) is best obtained by supposing some form of religious syncretism or another. If this is true, then we have greater reason to believe Jesus' resurrection is best explained as a legendary development rather than a historic event. This type of argument is stretched, however, when the claim is made that Christians simply copied or plagiarized their story of Jesus, including their resurrection story, from other myths of various pagan deities. This overly simplistic view is often the strawman that is attacked by apologists as well. The real issue is much more complex. Richard Carrier gives us a good hint at how to begin the investigation into the relationship between Christianity and pagan myths when he states, [W]hether Christians did get the idea from some particular religion or religions is not something we can likely ever know; rather, what is significant is that the idea was "in the air" and thus not novel... [I]t is quite easy (and has happened again and again) for a religious movement to unconsciously adopt, and in the process mold and transform, a popular notion in the surrounding culture. Rather than conscious borrowing, the existence of potent ideas in the broader culture will affect what people expect, what they believe to be possible, and how they will interpret strange events or escape a psychological crisis. The first Christians may have had no idea of the influence of pagan ideas on their interpretation of the events surrounding and following the death of their beloved leader. (Carrier, 2002)

The borrowing hypothesis forces critics to choose between two unlikely explanations: (1) the New Testament writers borrowed consciously that is, they fraudulently misrepresented the facts about Jesus, or (2) they borrowed unconsciously and were innocently oblivious to their borrowing. Richard argues for (2), but a simple question immediately deflates his argument: if the parallels are strong and obvious like Richard suggests in Section 4, then how could all nine New Testament writers be totally ignorant that they borrowed them? 

       After acknowledging that "There are differences, to be sure, within the Christian story and the pagan myths, " Richard notes "there are also differences in the pagan myths among each other. By finding differences between Christianity and other myths, like that of Osiris, " Carrier explains, we should not quickly conclude that there could, "therefore be no influence. That does not follow. Every religion is unique. It is not therefore true... Finding differences between Christ and Osiris carries little weight. It still remains that a dying-and-rising god motif exists in both cases and thus the Christian belief is not entirely novel. It remains worth exploring just how novel it is, and why, but we cannot dismiss obvious similarities simply because there are differences (Carrier, 2002)."

Richard's suggestion that we focus on similarities is a Red Herring. At least one kind of difference -- the respective dates of composition is so dramatic that it completely dispels any notion of borrowing. Most of Richard's arguments in this section rely on similarities found in manuscripts that appear only after the advent of Christianity. Concluding that Christianity borrowed (consciously or ignorantly) from these mystery cults would be like concluding that a book published in 1923 plagiarized an author whose first book was published in 1997! 
But even when one event precedes another, it would be a Post Hoc Fallacy to assume borrowing unless the connection is especially strong. Consider this example: Star Trek preceded the NASA shuttle launch. Both events share many similarities, including space travel, crew, even the letters "U.S.S." on the space craft. But would a reasonable person conclude that the first NASA launches were just legendary rehashes of Star Trek? 

        Richard goes on to acknowledge that "There is no question that Pauline Christianity contains important elements which are deeply rooted in the Jewish scriptures and cultural heritage. At the same time, the nature of the salvation it offers, the sacramentalism involved, the features of its saving deity, are heavily dependent on Hellenistic precedents." 

Aside from the self-defeating problem with borrowing I posed above, Richard's hypothesis assumes that the Jewish writers of the NT had studied Greco-Roman or Egyptian mythology in the first place. But Jews were strictly forbidden from taking pagan wives (Ezra 10:10, Nehemiah 13:27). Dying in a pagan country was a curse (Amos 7:17). Until the holy temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., pagans were not even allowed inside! (Lamentations 1:10) Staying away from pagan gods is among the most frequently discussed topics in the entire Hebrew Bible, with approximately 260 references. Many of these prohibitions are found in times in which the Jewish people were integrated with other cultures, meaning the Jews had no problem co-existing with other cultures but keeping their theology out. The NT also confirms that Jews do not associate with pagans like the Samaritans. (John 4:7-9) 

But even if the New Testament writers had studied pagan beliefs, it's very hard to believe all nine of them would accidentally mixed them with Jewish theology let alone that such a hodgepodge would go unnoticed by Jewish readers. Pagans in general were treated with disgust (Nehemiah 13:30, Isaiah 57:8-10), even the children and their holidays (Hosea 5:7) and especially pagan religious leaders (2 Kings 23:5) whom God hated (Zephaniah 1:4). Further, the NT itself treats pagans with disdain, including anti-pagan sentiments found in the gospels and in Paul's writings (Matthew 18:15-17, Luke 12:27-31, John 4:22, 1 Corinthians 10:7). 

The evidence against pagan influences in Jewish theology is strengthened even more when we consider the Dead Sea Scrolls. Discovered in 1948, the scrolls reveal that the Hebrew Bible has remained the same, almost word for word, for over 2, 000 years since before the time of Christ. (Burrows, How Archaeology Helps the Student of the Bible, 304) Despite centuries of cultural intermingling, the Hebrew Bible remained utterly impervious to change which, parenthetically, is not surprising given that it is God's word. 

All of this evidence leads to a very low initial probability of any pagan borrowing conscious or negligent by the New Testament writers.

       Despite this, Richard boldly claims that "Without doubt, the resurrection of Jesus did suffer from legendary embellishment (see section 5) and that pagan myths of a dying and rising god did exist before the story of Jesus' resurrection." Richard goes on to claim that "The grand culmination of soteriological fiction and the ultimate proof of divinity is the triumph over death... In the common mythos of the dying and rising god, whether that be Dionysus, Adonis, Osiris, or Attis--all deities whose cults were widespread in the Roman Empire--the god was subjected not merely to death but to a protracted death, a death that was horrible, usually involving death and mutilation. The infant Dionysus is hacked to pieces and thrown into a cauldron. Attis castrates himself and bleeds to death. Adonis is gored by a wild boar. Osiris is first tricked into being sealed in a coffin; later his body is cut into fourteen pieces. While the death of Jesus did not involve dismemberment, it did involve protracted suffering and excruciatingly painful death."

We can all have a good laugh at this passage. If Richard is merely suggesting that the Greco-Roman world had records of real or legendary people dying prior to Jesus, then we are in agreement. But this parallel hardly implies borrowing; to my knowledge, the death rate on this planet is still one per person! But wait, Richard appears to be making a slightly more provocative claim ...  in Roman legends, "the god was subjected not merely to death, but to a protracted death, a death that was horrible, usually involving death..." So those individuals were not only subjected to death, but that death involved death. Now that's a strong parallel! 

Okay, so the parallel is slightly more specific than that. According to Richard, those individuals were "subjected to" a "protracted" death involving "mutilation." But even if every one of those individuals was killed by crucifixion, the parallel would be totally insufficient to conclude that Jesus' crucifixion was borrowed from theirs. Why? Because crucifixion was very common not quite as common as death itself, but fairly close. Atheist Jeffrey-Jay Lowder observes that, "Mass crucifixions could involve the crucifixion of literally hundreds or even thousands of people at a time." (The Empty Tomb, 262) Concluding that Jesus' crucifixion was drawn from someone else's crucifixion would be like hearing that your friend's father just died of cancer... and concluding that the story is probably just a fake rehash of other people dying from cancer. But in this case, Richard's conclusion is even farther divorced from reality: none of the individuals he mentioned even died from crucifixion! 

       Richard then asserts that "In these mystery religions, members believed they could participate in the death of the savior god and consequently also participate in the god's resurrection and immortality. Participation in these events was gained through various rituals such as water baptism and sacred meals. That the Christian practices of baptism and communion operate in much the same way is not at all hard to see."

It's true that eating good meals and dunked in water were practices pre-existing the New Testament, but that parallel is laughable.  Moreover, I challenge the veracity of Richard's first assertion as I note he avoids listing any examples and certainly avoids citing any pre-New Testament manuscripts. 

       Ultimately, Richard offers us only two supposed parallels: "Mithras had wrestled a great bull to the death, the Mithraist undertook a ritual shower in the blood of a disemboweled bull (or, if he couldn't afford it, a lamb). Brother, have you been washed in the blood? general mourning... for Attis [culminated] in the ritual interment of an effigy of Attis crucified to a pine trunk. On the third day he would be proclaimed gloriously risen from the dead: "Rejoice, you of the mystery! For your god is saved! And we, too, shall be saved!" Similarly, burial inscriptions for the believers in Osiris assure the mourner, "As Osiris died, so has N_ died; and, as Osiris rose, so shall N_ rise." His devotees would partake of a sacramental meal of bread and beer, symbolizing his body and blood. (Price 87-88)" 

Because I don't recall Jesus becoming a wrestling champion nor showering in a bull's blood, I see no real parallels here between Mithras and Jesus. Frankly, I seriously question Price's credentials to speak decisively about Mithraism in the first place; even Mithraic scholars admit that "At present our knowledge of both general and local cult practice in respect of rites of passage, ceremonial feats and even underlying ideology is based more on conjecture than fact." (Mithraic Studies: Proceedings of the First International Congress of Mithraic Studies, 437) Another ancient Greco-Roman scholar says there is "no death of Mithras, " and so of course no resurrection in a Jewish sense to celebrate. (Gordon, Image and Value in the Greco-Roman World, 96) The earliest significant parallels between Mithraism and Christianity come from the writings of a fourth century church writer named Firmicus centuries too late to have influenced the New Testament accounts of the resurrection. (Mithras: The Fellow in the Cap, 24) 

Richard had earlier claimed that Attis castrated himself and bled to death, but now he changes it to crucifixion; what gives? Anyway, I discovered zero evidence for Richard's new claim that Attis was crucified and raised three days later. In a study devoted entirely to the subject of soteriology in the Attis cult, James Frazer finds no "explicit statements about the prospects open to the mystai of Cybele and Attis" and "little basis in the documents in our possession" for the idea of "a ritual containing a symbology of death and resurrection to a new life." (Adonis, Attis, Osiris, 82). Further, Sfameni Gasparro tells us the sources show an evolution in the Attis cult in response to Christianity. (Soteriology: Mystic Aspects in the Cult of Cybele and Attis, 106) And A.T. Fear, in an essay devoted entirely to this subject concludes, based on the dated evidence, that the beliefs of the Attis cult similar to Christianity "seem to have been provoked by a need to respond to the challenge of Christianity." (Cybele, Attis and Related Cults, 41-42)

I debunk the Osiris claims in Section 5.2.1. 
       A few paragraphs later, Richard observes "two primary strategies employed by apologists to explain away the influence pagan myths most certainly had on Christianity. First, many have claimed the influence worked in the other direction--that pagan myths borrowed from Christianity. This claim can be made because many of our sources on ancient mystery religions date to the common era. Without bogging ourselves down too greatly in a debate over the dates of the origin of the relevant aspects of these pagan myths, we can simply cite the most convincing evidence that Christianity was not at all the innovator of the dying-and-rising god motif..."

Richard very smoothly downplays the point about dating, but my 1923 book plagiarism example from earlier reveals the critical importance of dating. The stories raised by Richard and other critics almost always appear after, not before, the New Testament was written. Even secular professor G.W. Bowersock is angered that these stories are "exploited by exegetes of the New Testament in a curious way" as their sources are "assumed to provide reliable evidence about an otherwise unknown rite" which is then "assumed to have pre-dated Jesus!" Remarking on the advancement of this hypothesis, Bowersock calls it "a reckless way to handle evidence that belongs indisputably to a time at least a century or so after the life of Jesus." (Bowersock, Fiction as History: From Nero to Julian, 125-8) 

       Richard's final hope for showing that the resurrection could have possibly drawn from pagan legends is his assertion that "early Christian critics called the Christians out on their blatant similarity to pagan mystery religions and the apologists did not deny it. For example, compare a quote from the early Christian critic Celsus with a quote from the church father Justin Martyr." The Celsus quote reads, "Many of the ideas of the Christians have been expressed better--and earlier--by the Greeks. Behind these views is an ancient doctrine that has existed since the beginning."

First, allow me to note that none of Celsus' writing survives; Richard's quote comes from the writings of the 3rd century church father Origen. I am pleased that Richard considers Origen a reliable source for quoting other people; Richard's reliance on Origen backfires later in my rebuttal. 

Second, it seems Richard has Quoted Out of Context. The full passage reveals Celsus' point: that the Mosaic Law (the Old Testament) borrowed from Pythagoras, Homer, and other Greeks; it has nothing to do with the resurrection or even Christ in general. Third, Origen's reply is simple: "It is no objection to the principles of Jews or Christians, that the same things were also said by the Greeks, especially if it be proved that the writings of the Jews are older than those of the Greeks." (Contra Celsum, VII) 

       Finally, we address Richard's other quote: "[T]he wicked spirits put forth many to be called Sons of God, under the impression that they would be able to produce in men the idea that the things that were said with regard to Christ were merely marvelous tales. - Justin Martyr"

Richard's use of Martyr's "First Apology" backfires immediately. Martyr's next paragraph specifically lists the men that Christ supposedly imitated. He lists Zeus, Bellerophon, Perseus, Heracles, and Asclepius. Note that he does not list the ones Richard did: Osiris, Attis, and Mithras. Thus, Marty's "First Apology" reveals that no significant parallels between Jesus and Osiris/Attis/Mithras were alleged in 140 A.D. when Martyr wrote.... and Martyr himself used to be pagan, and claimed familiarity with all such stories. (First Apology, 25) 

Now Martyr does offer five new individuals from whom the life of Jesus may have drawn, but what parallels exist between the resurrection and the five men Martyr lists? Interestingly, Matyr goes on to say that "In no instance, not even in the case of those called sons of Zeus, did they imitate the crucifixion, for they did not understand it..." (First Apology, 55) There we have direct refutation of Richard's "Attis was crucified" claim. Martyr goes on to explain that the few weak parallels that exist between Jesus and pagan legends in general, i.e. that Jesus would heal diseases and so did Asclepius, result from Greeks borrowing centuries old Messianic prophecies such as Isaiah 53:5 contained in the Hebrew Bible. 

5. Examining the Historic Evidence

       Richard kicks it off by wondering "how reliable are these documents, these gospels? Indeed, all of the gospels are anonymous, yet all ancient documents that both claim to report factual information and that we possess complete manuscripts of identify their authors internally; the three types of ancient writings that do not identify their authors are forgeries, fictions, and the gospels. Considering that no one knows for sure who wrote them, when or where they were written, and that nothing they say can be traced back definitively to real eyewitnesses, one might suspect their evidential value is less than Christian apologists like to claim." 

Richard makes a big deal over the fact that the gospels are not signed like a credit card slip. Assuming that the information is unreliable simply because a name isn't listed in the original document is a form of the Genetic Fallacy. A person's name is irrelevant to whether their factual assertions are true. Second, he ignores an obvious point: the original readers clearly knew who wrote them, or their authenticity would've been rejected. Third, the unsigned nature of the gospels confirms that the authors were not seeking fame, fortune, or power. What motive did they have to lie about the tomb burial or tomb being empty?

       Incredibly, Richard then refers to "the hypothetical source document Q and the Gospel of Thomas--neither of which mention Jesus' alleged resurrection. The importance of this glaring omission cannot be ignored. There was at least one, probably more, early Christian groups who produced a document recording the important sayings of their founder, but none mention any miraculous rising from the dead. Certainly these groups could not have been ignorant of his resurrection had it occurred, and since the other gospels record supposedly important sayings of Jesus made after the resurrection, one could surely expect to find some evidence of Jesus' resurrection in these two sources. However, the striking absence of such material is evidence in favor of the theory that the empty tomb story is the result of legendary development." 

The so-called Gospel of Thomas was written 150 years after the New Testament and it's nothing more than a sayings gospel; there is zero narrative so we wouldn't expect the resurrection to be recorded there. 

Richard's Q statement is outrageous. He brazenly assumes that (1) a mystical Q document exists, even though it has never been found and there is no direct mention of it anywhere in early Christian or secular records, (2) that it does not mention the resurrection, and (3) that this document was the source for the synoptic gospels. Richard offered no evidence for any of the three. I am particularly amazed that Richard cites to an imaginary document while dismissing the real documents we have in the gospels!

      Richard returns to the realm of real documents as he turns "to the third document, the Gospel of Peter, we find only a partial scroll fragment that picks up in the middle of what appears to be a resurrection narrative. This story, however, contains embellishments accepted as such universally. I draw our attention to this document because it proves with certainty that the empty tomb story suffered legendary embellishment; our task now is to determine whether the Gospel of Peter is merely our first evidence of such embellishment, or if the canonical gospels and Paul's writings are similarly untrustworthy."
All truth becomes embellished with time; ever heard that "Honest" Abe Lincoln never told a lie? The question is whether our multiple, authentic, and very early documents relating to Jesus' tomb burial and subsequent absence of his body are embellished, not whether some story written in 150 A.D. is embellished. In section 5.2.3 and 5.2.4 Richard shows us how desperate he is to find any trace of embellishment in the gospels.

5.2.1. The Meaning of Mark's Empty Tomb

Because we're already discussing "Q" and the gospels, I find it flows better to address Mark next. In this section, Richard struggles mightily to show that Mark did not believe in an empty tomb. For anyone who has read Mark 15-16, this conclusion can only be described as bizarre. 

       Richard begins by commenting that "although Mark appears to have had some familiarity with Q, is it evident that Q contained no resurrection narrative; consequently, we are left to wonder exactly where Mark got his information about the empty tomb. Some have speculated that Mark's gospel contains a pre-Markan passion narrative that included the resurrection narrative, but this remains speculation. In the end, it appears that Mark meant his empty tomb symbolically. I will present six lines of convergent evidence that support this conclusion."

Again we see the magical Q document. Perhaps Richard can cite from this Q narrative? I will even accept an indirect quote to this Q narrative from an early source?

       Keeping with the pagan theme, Richard claims that "Parallels with the then-contemporary Osiris cult are curiously strong... Among the links: Osiris was sealed in a casket (equivalent to a tomb) by seventy-two conspirators, while the Sanhedrin who condemned Christ consisted of seventy-one men, and Judas makes seventy-two; Osiris was then resurrected on the third day, and died during a full moon, just like Christ (for Passover comes at the full moon). (159)"

In Section 4, Richard himself showed how dissimilar Osiris' death is from Jesus'.  I find no evidence of the "third day" stuff, either.  Regardless, "Close examination of this story shows that it is very different from Christ's resurrection. Osiris did not rise; he ruled in the abode of the dead... he will never again come among the living. This revived god is in reality a 'mummy' god." The mummified Osiris was hardly an inspiration for the resurrected Christ... as Yamauchi observes... 'It is a mistake to equate the Egyptian view of the afterlife with the biblical doctrine of resurrection.' To achieve immortality the Egyptian had to meet three conditions: First, his body had to be preserved by mummification. Second, nourishment was provided by the actual offering of daily bread and beer. Third, magical spells were interred with him." (MacLeod, The Resurrection of Jesus Christ: Myth, Hoax, or History?, in The Emmaus Journal, V7 ..2, Winter '98, p.169) 

The claim that the Sanhedrin were comprised of 71 members is found in the Jewish Mishna, not in the Bible. Richard's accusation, even if true, should be leveled at the Mishna writers, not the New Testament writers. Thus, there is nothing at all similar between Jesus and Osiris beyond the ultra-vague parallel that both men kinda-sorta found consciousness beyond death. 

       "For another example of this, we may observe the approach of the women to Jesus' tomb; this would have most certainly called to mind the imagery of the female mourning cults Mark and his readers were no doubt familiar with. As Robert M. Price explains, these cults would have included those, "who mourned for slain gods like Tammuz (Ezek. 8:14), Baal Haddad (Zech. 12:11), and Osiris." Without doubt, the approach to Jesus' tomb by Mary resembles, "the searching goddesses Cybele, Ishtar Isis, Aphrodite, and Anat (333-334)."

Richard's argument is self-defeating: was Mark's gospel for pagans or for Jews? Pagans would not have thought of and/or been un-persuaded by Jewish Scripture. Jews would have been unaware of and/or disgusted by references to pagan beliefs. 

Further, Price has seriously Quoted Out of Context. Any Jews reading Mark's gospel who thought of Ezekiel 8:14 would have been appalled by the women; read Ezekiel's full verse! (The preceding verse also offers a Messianic prophecy fulfilled in Jesus' death.) Meanwhile, Zechariah does not refer to women at all...

       "In these stories, we see goddesses like Isis anoint the dead body of Osiris in order to bring him back to life. Thus, the anointing that Mary planned, which previously made no sense if it were to preserve a body that had been rotting for three days, suddenly makes perfect sense if we understand that Mark is drawing our attention to the fact that Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one; we then see that the attendance of the tomb by women fits perfectly with the supposition that the story of Jesus' resurrection is influenced by the popular dying-and-rising god motif. But wait. There is a significant difference between Isis and Mary--Mary never gets to anoint the body because it is already risen! Accordingly, we see that Mark would have had a very strong reason to invent the story of the women attending Jesus' tomb first: To transvalue the common model provided by contemporary female mourning cults to demonstrate Jesus' superiority over other dying-and-rising gods by showing that Jesus was resurrected according to the anointing and power of his Father, not by the anointing of Mary." 

The false assumption in the Isis argument is that Mark would have denied his own Jewish beliefs, which gave women virtually no credibility, for the sake of transvaluing some pagan myth. Mark's gospel takes great pains to ensure that pagans understand the Jewish nature of his gospel, but he displays zero interest in what Richard assumes that Mark intended: speaking of Christ within the framework of pagan theology. (See Mark 3:17, 5:41, 7:11, 10:46, 14:36, 15:34, 7:3, 14:12, and 15:42)

Further, the verb "anoint" (Greek: aleifoo) is not used as a metaphor anywhere else in the New Testament. What basis do we have for taking it as such here? Also, the subject of the sentence, the "sweet spices" in Mark 16:1, would have to be a metaphor; do they represent Jesus' kind but saucy nature?  Yes, the body had been "rotting" for a couple days, but that's nothing considering it was wrapped in a linen cloth (Mark 15:46) and laid in a cool, dry tomb. Further, the women had to wait because the Sabbath began right after Jesus was buried (Mark 15:42-47) and they were not permitted to go until the Sabbath had ended (Mark 16:1).  As soon as the Sabbath ended, however, the women went to the tomb immediately (Mark 16:2). 

Richard then interprets Jesus' words, "I will destroy this holy residence made by hands, and in three days build another house not made by hands, ".... to be quite overtly calling up Pauline resurrection doctrine..."

Richard requires us to assume that (1) 1 Corinthians pre-dates Mark (2) by a sufficient time to allow it to circulate all the way from Corinth into Mark's hands. Then we must assume that (3) Mark relied on its theological teachings about the resurrection. The third assumption requires a particularly long stretch given that Mark never quotes from Paul... ever. 

But even if I was wrong about all three, Richard misses the forest for the trees: Mark's analogy involves replacing one thing with another (an old temple and a new temple), not adding a second temple while the first temple still exists. Under Richard's exegesis of Paul, our old body is not destroyed per se; we simply acquire a new, spiritual body. 

       "One might also see a connection between Pauline resurrection discourse on nakedness and clothing, and Mark's use of a "young man" who loses his linen garment (representing the body of flesh, like the linen cloth that "clothes" the dead Jesus in Mark 15:26), becoming naked (Mark 14:51-52), then after "the resurrection" is clothed in a white robe (Mark 16:5), representing the celestial body (e.g., Dan. 12:2-3. 10). (157).... That the young man in Mark 14:51-52 and the man in Jesus' tomb is the same person is made clear in the Greek; indeed, as Dennis MacDonald has pointed out (165-166), Mark refers to no other character in his gospel by the Greek word translated in these passages as "young man, " thus rendering the anonymous figure symbolically enigmatic. Also, the verb translated here as "wearing" is nowhere else used in Mark's gospel and probably demonstrates the metaphoric nature of the young man's garments. Furthermore, considering the location of this anonymous young man just before Jesus' trial and just after his resurrection, it is suggested that Mark has intentionally bracketed his passion narrative with the figure to contrast the old and new bodies involved in Jesus' resurrection."

When Richard listens to the weather report in the morning, and the meteorologist announces that it is a "sunny day outside, " does he conclude that the meteorologist is metaphorically referring to people's bright and joyous disposition? When Richard asks his barber for a haircut, does the barber conclude that Richard's request is merely a metaphor asking the barber to remove the veils from his eyes that are preventing him from seeing ontological truth? That the verb translated as "wearing" (Greek: "periballo") is nowhere else used in Mark only makes me more skeptical of Richard's fanciful exegesis: he wants us to interpret periballo in a way that radically departs from its plain meaning even though there is no precedent for Mark doing so.

        Richard attempts to justify his bizarre conclusion by noting "[T]he influence of Orphism on certain strands of Jewish thought from as early as the second century BCE is well established. Plato puts the Orphic view like this: "In reality we are just as if we were dead. In fact I once heard the wise men say we are now dead, and the body is our tomb." In fact, he has Socrates claim the word sma itself was actually derived from a word for 'tomb' (sma) for this very reason, as "some say it is a tomb of the soul, as if the soul were buried in the present life, " especially the "Orphics, " who think the soul needs a body as an "enclosure, in order to keep it safe, the image of a jailhouse, " hence making the body "a safe" for the soul."

First, "It is uncertain to what extent Orphism can be thought of as a unified spiritual movement." (Howatson, The Concise Oxford Companion to Classical Literature). Therefore, it would be folly to presume to speak authoritatively as to what Orphism even taught. Second, it would be even more premature to presume to presume anything about 2nd century B.C. Jewish thought based on allegedly Platonic manuscripts found in the 10th century A.D. (McDowell, The New Evidence that Demands a Verdict, 38)

Additionally, the burial story recorded by Mark and the other gospels clearly identifies the man who buried Jesus... or was Joseph of Arimathea just a metaphor for the 1/70th of the Sanhedrin that believed in Jesus? Finally, the Greek noun "mnemeion" (tomb) does not appear to be translated as a metaphor anywhere else in the Bible or in secular Greek history. Like I said, Richard's conclusions about Mark are absolutely bizarre. 

      "Sixth, and finally, the ending of Mark's gospel has caused quite a stir. It is nearly universally agreed that verses 9-20 of Mark are a later addition to the text, thus Mark's gospel ends with the women remaining silent and in fear. What could this possibly mean? This ending has apparently been unsatisfactory for Christians who believed in a physical resurrection writing after Mark--they've all changed it. Thus the forced conclusion is that the women's silence was temporary, however Mark gives no indication of this. But if Mark meant his empty tomb to be symbolic, then his ending makes perfect sense. Mark has the women remain silent because he knows his readers have never heard the story of the empty tomb before. And, as Price points out, resurrection appearances would have been unnecessary to operate as the climax to Mark's apotheosis story." 

Regardless of whether verses 9-20 are non-Markan, it couldn't have been Mark's desired ending. Indeed, it is impossible to think so; if the women never told anyone what happened, then Mark would never have learned about it in the first place! Further, my five step proof establishes the resurrection even without any post-resurrection appearances. 

5.1. Paul and the Resurrection

      Richard offers "four lines of evidence that demonstrate this lack of Pauline evidence for an empty tomb. First, we must remember that the strength of this Pauline evidence is argued for by claiming that Paul is quoting a very early source which contained the essentials of Jesus' death and resurrection. However, I find this conclusion dubious. For one thing, it seems highly unlikely that Paul would quote any tradition he had received from other humans in the context of these verses. Price explains the problem: Let us not seek to avoid facing the contradiction between the notion of Paul's receiving the gospel he preached from earlier tradents and the protestation in Galatians 1:1, 11-12 that 'I did not receive it from man.' ... Galatians 1:12 makes it clear, surely, that Paul means to deny precisely his dependence on any human instruction (74-75, 2005)." From this and other facts, Richard ultimately concludes that "the first objection to evidence for the empty tomb within 1 Cor. 15:3-9 is that we have no good reason to believe Paul is quoting an early source..."

Our word limit prevents me from arguing here that 1 Corinthians 15:3-9 is a pre-Pauline creed. But even if Richard was correct, that only affects the dating; it does not make it more or less likely that Paul taught a bodily resurrection.

       "Second, as critics have long pointed out, Paul makes no distinction between the appearances Paul narrates to the other apostles and the appearance of the risen Christ he experienced personally. Since we know that Paul's encounter with the risen Christ was visionary in nature, and since no evidence suggests otherwise, Paul offers here no evidence that the other appearances he narrates are not also visionary in nature. In fact, the only distinction Paul makes between his experience and the others is that Paul's came last chronologically."

Equally likely is that Paul does not distinguish in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 between Jesus' appearances to him and to the other disciples because Jesus' appearances in that passage were all bodily, not merely visionary.

Richard's understanding that 1 Cor. 15:3-8 excludes a bodily resurrection requires a stretch that even Mr. Fantastic would envy. The passage specifically says that Jesus was "thaptoo", which is used in all ten other instances in the Bible to refer to a literal burial of a physical body. (Thayer's Greek Lexicon) Why would Paul bother to mention the literal, physical burial if he did not mean that Christ's body had been "raised, " and consequently, that the burial site was empty? 

       Richard goes on to conclude that "The only way to imagine that Paul means anything different is to take what later sources say for granted and then interpret Paul's words in light of them; however, reading Paul's letters with gospel-colored lenses no doubt hinders a pure and honest interpretation of what Paul preached."

My exegesis of Paul is independent of other writings, but we can also challenge Richard's hidden assumption: that 1 Corinthians was written prior to the synoptic gospels. Remember from my opening statement that I quoted two famous liberal archaeologists who conclude that the first gospel was written in 45 A.D. or 50 A.D., respectively. Either date would be earlier than 1 Corinthians. 
Moreover, Richard's contention that Paul pre-dated Luke provokes a devastating question: Paul's letters (1 Corinthians 11:24-26, 1 Timothy 15:18-19) contain Jesus' words, verbatim, from the gospel of Luke (22:19-20, 10:7). What was Paul's source if not the risen Jesus? 

       "Third, Paul's reference to an appearance of Christ to five hundred people cannot reasonably be interpreted as a historic, physical appearance of Jesus...I can understand it as nothing more than an approximation of alleged visionary appearances to early Christians that Paul has simply lumped together. Quite simply, there is no place for such a large scale appearance of Jesus in the gospel stories, and if such an event had occurred, the gospels' complete silence on the event is most impressive!" 

The Argument From Silence has persuasive value only when there are no other reasonable explanations for that silence. In this case, there are reasonable explanations: Mark's gospel was a sayings gospel; it was not intended to evangelize, but simply to preserve Jesus' sayings. By the time John's gospel was written, most of the 500 would have died. Luke had no need to record these facts because Paul had already done so; alternatively, a meticulous historian like Luke may have felt he lacked sufficient information about each of the 500 to justify making the claim. And Matthew implicitly does refer to this event, by telling us that after his resurrection, Jesus told the women to tell all brothers not just the apostles to meet him on a mountain in Galilee (Matthew 28:10). 

Second, any evidentiary value of this silence that remains is outweighed by Paul practically challenging the Corinthians to verify these events for themselves, by claiming that most of the 500 are still alive. If the Corinthians had any doubt, all they had to say was, "Oh yeah? Where can we interview them?" and Paul's credibility would have been shattered. Besides, I am only defending the resurrection and not inerrancy in this debate; I could even shrug and say "Okay, Paul exaggerated or was mistaken about the 500" and it would not defeat the resurrection hypothesis. Richard's faith in the Argument From Silence backfires on him in Section 5.2.2.

      "Fourth, and finally, Paul's account of Jesus' resurrection makes no mention of his appearance to the women. This stands in sharp contrast to the gospels which uniformly place women at the site of the empty tomb first. If the existence of the empty tomb goes hand in hand with its visitation by women, as the gospels make clear, then the women's absence here in Paul's writings is further proof that Paul does not necessarily have an empty tomb in mind when he preaches the resurrection."

Paul's silence regarding the women could just as easily be interpreted to mean either (1) Paul knew its inclusion would be a stumbling block to the Jewish readers in Corinth, because women's testimony had no credibility to his readers, or (2) Paul simply did not know that women discovered the empty tomb. Jesus or for that matter, the apostles -- could have told Paul about his bodily resurrection without mentioning the fact that women discovered the empty tomb.

5.1.2. Paul and the Spiritual Body of Christ

We should begin from a position of skepticism when Richard claims that Paul, a Jewish Pharisee educated at the feet of the great Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) would ever deny the bodily resurrection. Even Richard's champion, atheist Richard Carrier acknowledges that "The Pharisees held adamantly to a belief in the literal resurrection of the body." (The Empty Tomb, 108)

Of course Paul's beliefs about Jesus differed from the Pharisees; might they have differed on the resurrection as well? No. Paul believes the coming of Christ creates the new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31) under which the old commands are no longer binding; but he never ever claims that God's nature or His prophecies have changed. Quite the opposite, Paul says "All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness." (2 Timothy 3:16) Paul could not have taught a spiritual resurrection without denying the Hebrew Scripture. Based on these facts we have to regard the initial probability of Paul denying the bodily resurrection as low. 

       Richard's first point is that "Paul makes no distinction between his vision and appearances to the others, apart from when it happened (vv. 8, vs. 1-7). This makes it prima facie reasonable that all the appearances were understood by him to be visions and not literally physical in the sense portrayed by the Gospels of Luke and John."

It's true that Paul makes no distinction in this passage, but even by Richard's logic that could be interpreted to mean that Paul believed either (1) all of the appearances were strictly spiritual, or (2) all of the appearances were bodily, like the gospels tell us. Richard hastily assumes the first one. This point has no persuasive value one way or the other. 

Also, I have two counter-punches. First, Paul and the other NT writers clearly distinguish between visions and appearances in other passages. Paul himself had visions (2 Corinthians 12:1-7), the Greek word being optasia. Other believers had these optasia also (Acts 7:55-56, Revelation 1:10-11). What is the distinction between visions and appearances if it is not visual vs. physical? 

Second, visions are strictly internal, whereas the appearance to Paul had real manifestations in the world. The men with Paul both heard sounds and saw the light (Acts 9:3-8, 22:9).

       Richard's second point: "Paul's distinction between 'perishable' and 'imperishable' bodies (vv. 42) is based on a distinction between earthly things and things of heaven (vv. 40, 47-9), and it was common belief in antiquity that the heavenly things were ethereal. Since Paul does not disclaim the common belief, he must be assuming his readers already accept it. This makes it prima facie reasonable that he means the "imperishable body" to be an ethereal one, not a body of flesh."

I agree that 1 Corinthians 15:42 is based on the distinction in verse 40, but I see no reason to think the Jews believed "the sun, the moon, and the stars" (1 Cor. 15:41) were not material, let alone that materiality is the subject of the contrast. I read Hebrew, and the Torah says that God made (Hebrew: asah) those things, a very common verb in the Torah. Asah almost always refers to the creation of a material product, or a material result, i.e. fruit (Genesis 1:11), animals (Gen. 1:25), man (Gen. 1:26), woman (Gen. 2:18), clothing (Gen. 3:7), Noah's ark (Gen. 6:14), etc. I believe Paul's metaphor comparing our resurrection bodies to the solar bodies was plainly understood to mean that our resurrection bodies would be amazing but nevertheless physical/material. 

And I have a third counter-punch: Paul tells the Pharisees that he believes in the resurrection (Acts 23:7), making no distinction between his beliefs and theirs; indeed, the latter rush to his defense. But even Richard acknowledges that the Pharisees believed in a bodily resurrection. 

       His third point: "Paul literally makes this distinction, calling the one a "natural body" (psychikos) and the other a "spiritual body" (pneumatikos), and says that they both coexist in one person (vv. 44), in that first there is a natural body which is then infused with a spiritual one (vv. 46), thus the resurrected body is clearly in his mind something lacking the physical body we know, the body that is conceived in a womb and only later infused with a sprit. He says outright (here and in 2 Cor. 4:16-5:9) that the body we know, the body of flesh, is sown only to die, and only this other, second body, the body of the spirit, rises to new life." 

My fourth counter-punch: Paul had just got done comparing our resurrection bodies to planted seeds that become something else. (1 Corinthians 15:36-37)  Then note the analogy: Paul is saying that, just like a seed becomes wheat, our bodies will be transformed into a better form. But wheat is material and physical, just like our resurrection bodies and just like Jesus' body. 

I submit that pneumatikos is best interpreted as "of or pertaining to God's spirit." Indeed, we can be certain that penumatikos does not refer to something intangible because Paul had just referred, insultingly, to the "spiritual man." (1 Corinthians 2:14-15) Does this penumatikos man lack a physical body? Or when Paul refers to the spiritual (pneumatikos) food and drink given in the desert to the Israelites (1 Corinthians 10:3-4), does Paul mean immaterial, intangible bread and water? Dr. William Lane Craig summarizes the psychikos vs. pneumatikos distinction: "The difference is not in their physical substance, but in their life-orientation. The natural man is dominated and directed by the sinful human self, whereas the spiritual man is directed and empowered by God's spirit." (The Son Rises, 111) 

       His fourth point: "Paul distinguishes Adam and Jesus in a certain way that supports this: Adam is regarded as being alive in the psychic sense, Jesus as giving life in the pneumatic sense (vv. 45), and Paul relates them as opposites (also vv. 22), so that as Adam was given physical form, beginning the age of sin, Jesus transcended it, ending sin. For Adam was made of dust (crude matter), but the resurrected Jesus was not (vv.47, cf. 48-9)."

Paul does contrast Adam and Jesus, but the early manuscripts of vv. 49 read "And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so let us bear the likeness of the man from heaven, " supporting Dr. Craig's analysis. How could we bear his heavenly likeness now if his likeness is ethereal and ours is physical? Besides, simply because Jesus was not created from anything on our planet (vv. 47) does not mean his resurrection body is immaterial. 

      His fifth point: "Paul says point blank that "flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God" (vv. 50), because flesh and blood is the mortal, perishable body, and we are resurrected as an imperishable body (ibid.). It is thus plain that he does not believe that the resurrection involved flesh and blood, i.e a physical body in our familiar sense, but a different, ethereal body, like the same sort of body angels have (and according to the Gospels, Jesus said we shall be like angels, cf. Mk. 12:25; Mt. 22:30; Lk. 20:34-36)."

Richard's conclusion does not necessarily follow his premises. Our material, supernatural, glorified, and "imperishable" bodies are contrasted with "such bodies as we have here, bodies that are fragile, weak, liable to disease, subject to pain and death." (Barnes' Notes) A supernatural physical body would offer the same benefits of imperishability as a non-physical body. 

Also, I love how Richard cites Matthew and Luke for the proposition that our bodies shall be like the angels, even though he concedes that Matthew and Luke teach a bodily resurrection, thus requiring an empty tomb. 

      His sixth point: "We can also note how the entire context of 1 Corinthians 15, especially vv. 33ff., supports this interpretation. Paul is clearly trying to explain what the resurrected body is like, of which Christ's resurrection is the first fruit, to Christians in Corinth who want to know. Yet he works entirely from first principles, building a theological, scripturally-based argument. He never once does the obvious: simply quote the witness of the Disciples who saw Jesus' resurrected body. Yet wouldn't that make more sense? The only rationale Paul could have for not simply saying "The resurrected body is like this, because Peter saw it, and Thomas handled it, " etc. is that these things did not happen. Rather, just like Paul's revelation, the original disciples must have seen Christ only in visions."

I can think of a very good reason Paul did not say what Richard wanted: it would not have made his point! Paul is not addressing someone who may ask, "What is the body like?" Instead, he is addressing someone who might ask "How are the dead raised up?" (vv. 35) meaning "By what process will this occur?" Paul then provides an analogy in the natural world that shows how death transforms into life. And I already demonstrated under Richard's third point that the metaphor he uses in verses 35-38 must refer to a physical body in order for the analogy to make sense. 

       His seventh point: "The earliest (pre-gospel) Christian thinking did not make Jesus tarry on Earth after his resurrection, but supposed that he was immediately exalted to heaven, from where his subsequent appearances were made. It is quite consistent with this that Paul understood him to have risen with a "glorious" body of heavenly radiance (see Phil. 3:21), not of flesh and blood, which, he says, cannot inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 15:50). (127)"

I already addressed 1 Cor. 15:50. But Philippians 3:21 actually supports the bodily resurrection; note that Paul says our bodies will be "transformed" (Greek: metaschematizo), not abandoned (Greek: engkataleipoo). Surely when "Satan himself is metaschematizo into an angel, " (2 Cor. 11:14), he does not leave his own body in a shed somewhere only to take up a new spiritual form and come back for the limp body later? 

      As a side note, Richard adds that "None of these appearances [mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor. 3-7], in anything like the sequence Paul lists, is depicted in the four Gospels."

Sequence? I think it's order of importance, not chronological order. Moreover, he overlooks a powerful similarity question: if not by contact with the risen Jesus, how did Paul know that Jesus appeared to Peter, to James, and to the disciples if, as Richard says, those stories "had not yet been invented?"
      Richard opines that "Paul vigorously attempts to convince the Christians at Corinth, some of whom apparently doubted...." 

This observation yields a powerful question when contrasted with Richard's earlier assertion that the ancients were suckers who believed anything that could not be disproven. Which one is it? Were they doubters or suckers? 

       "In conclusion, it appears that Paul understood the nature of Jesus' resurrection to be spiritual and the nature of his subsequent appearances to be visionary. This stands in direct contrast to the story of a literal empty tomb out of which Jesus' corpse had risen. Thus, if my assessment of Paul is correct, then it is virtually guaranteed that the story of the empty tomb is a legendary embellishment."

Ultimately, I could have ignored this entire section. Because I am only defending the resurrection hypothesis and not inerrancy, I could have simply shrugged and said, "Paul was just a crazy man suffering hallucinations; the gospels give us four independent accounts including 3 eye witnesses and are therefore much more reliable." Thus, even if everything Richard had said was correct, it would do nothing to weaken the tomb burial itself and only slightly weaken the empty tomb hypothesis. 

But in reality, Richard's various points break down as follows: two of them have no persuasive value, two of them rely on assumptions without providing textual evidence, one of them appears to misunderstand the Greek text, one of them is an argument from silence that misunderstands Paul's objective, and two of them backfire on Richard for using them. I also introduced four new passages supporting Paul's belief in a bodily resurrection. Richard failed to provide strong enough evidence to overcome the initially low probability that Paul would deny the bodily resurrection. 

5.2. The Gospels and Their Legendary Development

      "Moving now to the gospels, it is important to point out that the gospels contain at least "apparent contradictions" in the resurrection narratives, but these carry a certain significance and insignificance. That the gospels be in perfect harmony is important to the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, but not logically necessary to belief in Jesus' resurrection. In fact, many apologists don't even try to harmonize the gospels. Instead they claim that tension among the gospels' small details is what we would expect if we were dealing with actual eyewitness accounts; if all the stories matched up perfectly, it would raise the suspicion that the gospel writers had gotten together behind closed doors and secretly ironed out the details of their fictions. It seems to me that the apologists are somewhat right--the gospels do not have to agree on every single detail in order to all revolve around a genuine historic core; inerrancy is not a requirement of overall, general accuracy. Thus, in this sense, the contradictions among the gospel resurrection narratives are insignificant."

Richard is correct that the differences are "insignificant" in that they offer no help to a critic seeking to disprove the resurrection. The differences are highly significant to anyone else, however, as they provide positive/affirmative evidence that the gospel writers did not rely on each other as their source. 

5.2.2. The Embellishments in Matthew

      Richard alleges that Matthew's account of the guards' bribe by arguing "There could be no source for Matthew's account: since the guards lied and the women weren't there, who saw the angel descend and the guards become like dead men?... Typical of the genre of fiction, Matthew's story involves reporting secret conversations no Christian source would likely be privy to (Carrier 359)." Because there is no evident way Matthew could have received this account from authentic sources, we must conclude that he either received this report from later hearsay, or Matthew may have simply invented it.

Eye-witness to the angel's descent is unnecessary to infer what had happened. If I come home and I see a box of cookies that I left in the kitchen is now in my roommate's bedroom, I can infer from the effect that he moved the cookies from the kitchen to his bedroom even though I did not witness the cause. Likewise, the women saw the effect (the stone was removed, and the angel was sitting on it); they did not need to see the angel descend and actually remove the stone (the cause) to draw the only reasonable inference. 

Richard goes on to postulate that Matthew's account of the Jews accusing the disciples of having stolen the body (Matt. 28) "was [not] responding to a genuine Jewish polemic... Matthew refers to the saying existing only among anonymous Jews at a date historically removed from the resurrection event by several decades. Had the story been truly circulating among the Jewish authorities, Matthew could have named them, but he does not."

Richard's only basis for rejecting Matthew's account is that Matthew does not specifically name the Jews who believed this story.  But his argument is self-defeating: if the story was widespread, then why would we expect Matthew to name specific individuals who believed it?
Besides, everyone agrees that Matthew is writing for an exclusively Jewish audience.  Don't you think his audience would have said, "This story isn't spreading among our people, what are you talking about?" 

       Richard then wonders why, "If this story was widely known throughout the first century, do we see no sign of it anywhere else, either in the other Gospels or in the epistles? If it was widely circulating, then Christian claims to Jesus' resurrection would be repeatedly challenged on its basis and there would be a major industry in Christian apologetics to counter it."

Just like earlier, the Argument From Silence is persuasive only when there are no reasonable alternative explanations for that silence. In this case, Mark's gospel was designed to preserve Jesus' words for people who already believed; there was no need to preach to the choir. Likewise, Paul would have known this story, but all of his letters are written to churches and individuals who already believed in the resurrection; it was unnecessary to convince them that no one had stolen the body. Luke's silence on this matter is even easier: he wasn't Jewish, and therefore was not likely to be familiar with a story circulating in Aramaic that was being told only in Jewish circles.

Further, Richard's argument backfires twice, in fact. In 140 A.D., Justin Martyr (Dialogue With Trypho, 108), confirmed that the Jews in his time were continuing to spread lies that the body had been stolen. Richard quoted Martyr earlier as a reliable source for what non-Christians said in his time, so can we trust his hearsay accounts or not? If yes, then we have additional evidence that the Jews acknowledged the empty tomb; if no, then Richard's reliance upon them as evidence for pagan accusations of Christian borrowing is shattered. 

      "If it were true, the other evangelists would hardly have been ignorant of it and would not likely have remained silent on the whole thing." 

Second backfire: if Luke and John relied in any way on Matthew, then Luke and John would have included Matthew's story about the guards which would have preempted the obvious counter that someone stole the body. Luke and John's silence as to the guards only undermines Richard's claim that they relied on the earlier gospels. 

Richard also disbelieves Matthew's account of the guards because of "the alleged conduct of the Sanhedrin... Their conduct, when the guards, returning from the grave, apprised them of the resurrection of Jesus, is truly impossible. They believe the assertion of the soldiers that Jesus had risen out of his grave in a miraculous manner. How could the council, many of whose members were Sadducees [who didn't even believe in a resurrection], receive this as credible?" 

It's irrelevant whether the Sanhedrin personally believed it. The bottom line is they knew that was the guards' story and the guards were sticking with it. The Sanhedrin didn't want this story reported to Pilate or spread among the populous. 

      Richard recalls his own experience "as a child who believed Matthew's account to be historically accurate, I remember being amazed at how Matthew's account of the briber of the guards indicated that the Jews and guards both knew that Jesus had risen from the dead, yet sought to cover this fact up. I could not imagine that these men could know Jesus had risen but would refuse to follow him." 

As a Jew-turned-Christian, I empathize with this argument, but it is quite easy to picture how and why it occurred. As for "how, " I know non-Christians who are reading this debate who, confronted with the same evidence as the Sanhedrin, would reject Christianity. Indeed, Richard is one of them: his own introduction warns me that proving the resurrection does not prove the Christian explanation for that event. As for "why, " Isaiah (700 B.C.) and other prophets prophesized that the Messiah would be a light to the gentiles but rejected by the Jews. (Isaiah 6:9, 42:6, Psalm 118:22, etc.) 

       After assuming that Mark not only pre-dates but was a source for Matthew, Richard concludes that "Mark does not make it clear enough to Matthew's satisfaction that the figure the women see at the tomb is an angel (aggelos) as Daniel had clearly called him; Mark's figure is merely a youth (neaniskon) in a white robe. For the sake of prophetic fulfillment, Matthew changed "youth" to "angel of the Lord" (Matt. 28:2)."

Matthew quotes from the Old Testament a whopping 65 times, but he cites no fulfilled prophecy in vv. 28:2, making it very unlikely he wrote 28:2 "for the sake of prophetic fulfillment."

Moreover, it is understandable that Mark, writing for a Greco-Roman audience, would not use the esoteric Jewish term "angel" (Hebrew: malakh). Indeed, he may have been concerned about his readers descending into idolatry. Either way, it's obvious that Mark is referring to an angel. Who else would happen to be hanging out in a tomb wearing a white robe after moving away a "very large stone" by himself and prophesizing to the women as to where they could meet Jesus? (Mark 16:1-7) 

       According to Richard, "since Mark does not describe the figure in terms unmistakably angelic, Matthew alters the description, again on the basis of the Septuagint version of Daniel, where he finds a heavenly being whose "raiment was white as snow" (to enduma autou leukon hosei chion--Dan. 7:9); thus Matthew's angel has "raiment white as snow" (to enduma auto leukon hos chion--Matt. 28:3). Matthew's angel has a spectacular mien: "His appearance was like lightning" (n de h eidea autou hs astrap--Matt. 28:3), as in Daniel, who says of an angel that "his face was as the appearance of lightning" (to prospon autou hs h horasis astraps--Dan. 10:6)."

Read both passages in Daniel: it's very clear that Daniel is referring to God or to the Messiah (or God who would become the Messiah). If Matthew wanted to evoke prophetic fulfillment, he would have applied these features to Jesus starting in verse 28:9, not applied them to some lowly angel! 

5.2.3. The Embellishments in Luke-Acts

       Richard begins this section by claiming "The most obvious mythic element of Luke's resurrection narrative (besides the ascension) is perhaps the appearance of Jesus to the disciples on the road to Emmaus. As Robert M. Price explains, "the basic premise of the story is a very ancient mytheme, whereby the gods test the mettle of mortals by walking among them incognito to see how they are treated." 

In addition to the evidence in my opening statement for the uncanny historical reporting in Luke's gospel, there are a whopping 84 facts in the last 16 chapters of Acts that have been confirmed by historical and archaeological research. (Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History) If Richard's strongest counter-example of "legendary embellishment" is a single episode confined to a few verses in one chapter that bares some vague resemblance to a Greek paradigm that also happens to be compatible with the Jewish theology (God testing our faith), then Richard's case for legendary development is weak indeed.

      "It is also worth pointing out that Luke has been forced to change the words of the messenger at the empty tomb; no longer does an angel say that Jesus will meet the disciples in Galilee, but rather, Luke's angel reminds the women of what Jesus said while he was in Galilee. This discrepancy can be easily understood has the result of Luke's need to have the disciples remain in Jerusalem for the ascension and Pentecost narratives that Luke alone records."

First, Richard's theory implies that Luke knowingly misrepresented the facts to fit his story (that he hadn't written yet); in short, he lied. But for what purpose or motive? Second, the multiple accounts are just as easily explained by Jesus instructing the women to meet him in Galilee and also reminding them of something he said while in Galilee; remember, Galilee is where Jesus spent most of his ministry. The fulfillment of Matthew's version of Jesus' appearance is confirmed independently by John 21:2. 

5.2.4. The Embellishments in John

       "John's gospel, in verses 1-14 of chapter 21, presents us with one embellishment that clearly borrows from a contemporary mythic story told of the vegetarian Pythagoras. In the original story, the sage correctly guesses the number of fish caught in exchange for their release. In John's story, however, Jesus guesses not the number of fish, but the location of the fish, yet John records the number of fish anyway--153, a Pythagorean "triangular" number."

This story is found in the writings of Porphyry (Life of Pythagoras), which was not written until 270 A.D.!  If any borrowing occurred, it is easy to see in which direction it was. 

6. Conclusion

Richard's primary hypothesis was that neither Paul nor Mark ever believed Jesus' body was missing from the tomb. He conceded that Luke, Matthew, and John clearly taught an empty tomb -- but he attributed all three to legendary development.

Richard's argument failed for five reasons. First, my opening statement demonstrated that Mark pre-dated 1 Corinthians and Matthew pre-dated Mark, thereby ruining Richard's sequence of legendary development. Second, even if Richard's order was correct, his argument that Mark didn't believe in an empty tomb requires a radical exegesis that has no place in any normal reading of English or Greek. Third, he tried to compare the resurrection with other "legends, " but every "parallel" fell into one of three categories: (1) parallels that are so vague they could apply to anyone, (2) parallels that appear only after the New Testament was written, and (3) parallels not found in any manuscripts at all but result from misquotation or flagrantly false allegations. Fourth, I showed that Paul plainly taught a bodily resurrection.

Fifth, even if Paul had been a mistaken lunatic, the time period between the crucifixion and the gospels was far too short for the burial and empty tomb to be legendary. Roman historian A.N. Sherwin-White states that for the core assertions of the gospels to be legendary, the rate of legendary accumulation would have to be "unbelievable." (Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 189) In fact, the writings of the Greek historian Herodotus enable us to test the rate at which legend accumulates; the tests show that "even the span of two generations is too short to allow legendary tendencies to wipe out the hard core of historical fact." (Ibid., 190)  Thus, the secular fact of the empty tomb could not have been legendary unless propagated after 113 A.D. let alone propagated in Jerusalem, where the event transpired.  On top of all that, several of Richard's arguments backfire, or are self-defeating, or resort to logical fallacies.  Richard's opening statement did not even present a reasonable explanation for the burial and subsequently empty tomb, let alone the most reasonable explanation.  
Necromantic Apologetics and the Resurrection of Jesus
Rebuttal to David Margolis's The Resurrection of Jesus Christ: Myth or History?
by Richard Spencer
Thanks again to David for participating in this debate. Though I appreciate his opening statement, I do not believe that he accomplishes what he set out to. He presents certain claims as factual that are questionable at best then poorly evaluates his data--dubious as it is. He believes that by establishing the historicity of the empty tomb and then eliminating all natural explanations for it he can "back in" to a supernatural explanation. However, in proposing a supernatural explanation, David has not given any argument that supernatural causation is even possible, he has not defended his specific supernatural explanation against others, nor has he produced a method for determining the probability of his conclusion (other than process of elimination). The only attempt David made to defend his position is to eliminatate natural explanation, yet he has done this poorly. In the following critique I will show some of David's shortcomings and demonstrate that he has not produced sufficient evidence that the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus is the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.
1. Was Jesus Christ Even Crucified?
I should first mention that I am disappointed overall in the careless way David addresses history. He constantly demonstrates critical errors in basic application of the historic method; for example:
Tacitus alone is sufficient to establish the probable historicity of a man named Christ who founded a religion and was crucified by Pontius Pilate. We could confidently stop right here, with the crucifixion firmly established.
This simply isn't the way historians work. No ancient works are regarded as completely reliable--historians are initially skeptical regardless of the text they are consulting. Nontrivial historic conclusions should always be based on multiple, diverse sources, and David's claim about Tacitus is no exception. Though David gives further evidence, as he should, he gives the impression that he is doing so simply for the hell of it.
Another thing David says that stands out is this:
[I]t's doubtful that Eusebius forged Josephus' writing. Eusebius was brutally honest, even when it served to undermine Christian faith; for example, he believed the epistles of James, Jude, and 2 Peter weren't canonical! (Ecclesiastical History, III, 25) So he isn't the kind of person who would've forged Josephus' words to bolster Christian faith. 
This is an outlandish claim that Eusebius himself contradicts by saying lies are often used well as "medicine" for people who need convincing! (Praeparatio Evangelica 12.31) Accordingly, Eusebius is believed to have forged many quotes that are not found in any sources prior to him--including the reference David makes to Papias! Furthermore, Eusebius would not have considered his views damaging to Christian faith as David understands it. In Eusebius' mind, he was merely trying to protect what he thought was pure Christianity; this was the period in which orthodoxy was still being established. Whether James, Jude and 2 Peter are canonical or not was still up in the air--Eusebius' view undermines Christian faith only from David's later perspective.
For the purpose of this debate, however, I would be willing to concede that Jesus was actually crucified. The more important element in this first step of David's argument is that he argues for the reliability of his sources. However, regarding the gospels, the views David express represent a small minority among modern scholars. It is the common opinion of mainstream scholars today that all the gospels were originally written in Greek, that Mark was the first one written, and that the other gospels relied on Mark for a great deal of their content; the common spread for their dates is 65-120 A.D. It is also often acknowledged that none of the gospels contain real eyewitness testimony. And even if they did, none of the writers (except the dubious claim implicit in John) claim to have seen the crucifixion--all of the disciples flee at Jesus' arrest--and no one saw the resurrection! Consequently, accounting for the detailed narratives of these events becomes highly problematic; at best, the writers were relying on hearsay.
The fact that David's position is a minority view doesn't prove that he's wrong, but it does require that he defend his views a little better. Regarding the dating of Luke, David states, "I will save space by reserving further comment on the reasons behind Dr. Robertson and Dr. Albright's conclusions unless and until Richard offers a significantly different figure." Since the reliability of the gospels is crucial to his position, David really should have given us some of these reasons. I have offered a different figure, though our spreads overlap. Even working within our overlap, however, David's argument runs into many problems. He states: 
Dr. William F. Albright found himself rethinking his own views on the dating of the gospel. After examining the evidence, he was forced to conclude that "every book of the New Testament was written by a baptized Jew... very probably sometime between about A.D. 50 and 75."
He then states:
At the outer limit, that would place Matthew's gospel in 75 A.D., but no one believes that Matthew was the last gospel written. To my knowledge, everyone accepts that his gospel was either the first or second one published. That presents a date for Matthew most likely in the early 50s A.D.
Why does David's conclusion follow? Because after recognizing an interdependence among the gospels, one can construct a chronology that places the writing of the last gospel about twenty years or so after the first one written. This should prevent David from claiming each gospel is independent attestation, but it doesn't; he states: "each gospel was produced by an independent source."
Does David not see the problem here? If every gospel was written independently, then they could have also been written simultaneously, i.e., all in 75 A.D. Accordingly, based on David's own data, there is no reason that every gospel could not have been written after the Jewish War. This causes trouble for David though; it prevents him from being able to claim that readers could have checked any facts in the gospels as he emphatically claims they could have. 
So what is his solution? It doesn't appear that he has one--but he must revise his position: He must either concede that the gospels are not independent, thus reducing their evidential worth, or he must admit that the evidence does not necessitate the early dates he argues for, thus reducing their evidential worth. In either case, David's argument is weaker than he pretends.
Further problems arise for his early dates of the gospels. David says, "regarding some of the details, it is actually difficult to harmonize," yet the earlier David dates the gospels, the less time he has to account for these discrepancies. The gospel writers may be forgiven their slight differences in story detail if, after 50 years, one writer remembers an angel outside the tomb where another writer recalls the angel inside. However, if only 20 years have passed and the writers can't remember if Jesus made his appearances in Galilee or Jerusalem, then we have a larger problem. 
David trips over himself further when he says, "The only reasonable explanation is that the writers, whatever their sources, did not rely on each other." Yet David also claims two gospels are eyewitness accounts, one is the transcription of an eyewitness account, and "'Luke is a historian of the first rank; his statements of fact [are] trustworthy.'" What sources (besides Luke's) could David possibly be talking about? What need would Matthew or John have for consulting "sources" to determine what they personally remembered?
David states, "While Matthew and Mark may have been published earlier, Luke displays tremendous historical accuracy in that "Luke names thirty-two countries, fifty-four cities and nine islands, all without an error." Is a good map all one needs to be a historian? There is no reason to imagine that just because Luke is better with geography than Mark that Luke records specific events accurately--he wasn't even there! Luke's information is only as good as his sources, but he never even tells us what they are!
Also regarding Luke, David states:
Critics sometimes accuse Luke of using Matthew or Mark as his source, thus reducing the number of independent biographies by one.  But "Out of a total of 1151 verses, Luke has 544 peculiar to himself." (Easton's Bible Dictionary)  The major substantive and stylistic differences between Luke's gospel and Matthew or Mark reveals that Luke didn't use the other synoptics as his source.
Several problems arise here. First, this is an admission that 600 verses are not "peculiar." This same data is used to support conclusions like those of John Knox who concluded that it was the final redactor of Luke who included the "peculiar" verses and authored Acts, "the major substantive and stylistic differences" indicate the unique Lukan material is Luke's own invention. (Perhaps Marcion's abridged version was the original.) Also, Luke states specifically that he was familiar with other gospels. What gospels was he talking about?
The reliability of John is also less than David claims; he states: "The last biography of Jesus published, but in some ways the most trustworthy. John was written by 'the disciple whom Jesus loved' (John 13:23, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 20). "This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down.'" However, the entire 21st chapter--the one that attributes authorship--is considered spurious by a large part of the scholarly community. Contrary to what David claims, even if John was written in the first century, it still took a long time for it to get around. Irenaeus considered John the foremost gospel, but even Irenaeus' mentor, Polycarp of Smyrna, may not have known John's gospel; Ignatius of Antioch and Justin Martyr also never mention it and a contemporary of Irenaeus, Gaius, called John heretical. Origen even claimed that John's truth was symbolic rather than literal!
Also, David states: "Paul even reminds the readers that they witnessed the crucifixion themselves: 'Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified.' (Gal. 3:1)" But David has clearly misread Paul here. Paul states that Jesus was portrayed as crucified. The Greek word here, prographo, can mean a couple things, but none of them give the passage the meaning David tries to. It could mean either that Jesus had been declared crucified in the Old Testament (the only place besides revelation from God that Paul claims to have gained knowledge of Jesus), or that Jesus had been depicted, perhaps in a painting or previous letter, as crucified. In any case, these options preclude the possibility that any of Paul's audience had actually witnessed the crucifixion. 
David seems to think that rejecting belief in the resurrection is a type of special pleading fallacy. David rightly claims the evidence that constitutes our knowledge of the life of Socrates is small and not exceptionally trustworthy, but no one claims Socrates rose from the dead. Based on the evidence we have, if Plato said Socrates sprouted wings and breathed fire on Aristophanes, we wouldn't buy it--or, at least I wouldn't. Because the evidence about the life of Socrates is scant, our beliefs about his life should be tentative and provisional. If new evidence about the life of Socrates surfaced that challenged our current view, we could revise our beliefs easily and without damage to our worldview. However, David's position does not allow for this type of pragmatism with Jesus' resurrection. No where does David seem to consider the possibility that agnosticism could be the most reasonable position to take in regard to the empty tomb story. No, David must argue for his position with a high degree of certainty. (After all, who really goes around claiming, "I believe in my heart with fifty-one percent certainty that Jesus rose from the dead?") In contrast, Gregory Vlastos has provided us with an excellent way of critically constructing the historic Socrates. Higher criticism is the practice of examining early Christian writings in the same way we study all other ancient writings--similar to the way Vlastos critically examines the works of Plato, Xenophon, and Aristophanes. However, when this search for the historic Jesus yields a figure incompatible with David's Jesus, it becomes apparent that David is guilty of special pleading, not those who disagree with his position.
2. Did Jesus Actually Die on the Cross?
Beginning with this step of David's argument, we will consider some ways that David has not ruled out natural explanation for the empty tomb story. David addressed the swoon theory, but he did not address a second option, what I will call the bribe theory. 
The idea that Jesus survived crucifixion seems clearly more probable than supernatural resurrection; if a man dies, then is seen alive three days later, the obvious conclusion is that he never really died after all! We know that it was possible to survive crucifixion, as attested in Josephus, and we also know that death from crucifixion was supposed to be a shameful, agonizing, extended dying process (for this reason, Pilate expresses surprise at the report that Jesus is dead only six hours after his crucifixion). Despite critiques made of this possibility, Robert M. Price explains:
The real issue is whether Jesus might have survived, with his disciples just glad enough to have him back, by the providence of God. All the extravagant preaching of a glorious resurrection, fainting guards at the tomb, angels swooping down in shining robes, would have been the window dressing of subsequent retellings, once the hypothetical original belief in the cheating of death had been transformed into a mythic belief in a resurrection of a dead man. (Price 74, 2005)
David objects though; he claims, "Richard Carrier... recognizes the lunacy of this hypothesis. He first says, "Survival is the least probable" hypothesis and then says flatly, "I do not believe Jesus survived." In that same article, Carrier hypothesizes that the odds of Jesus surviving crucifixion and escaping the tomb are 1 in 6,786!" No one disagrees with Carrier--it is unlikely that Jesus would have survived the crucifixion, yet Carrier also points out that events with lower likelihood than 1 in 7,000 occur everyday! He further explains the credibility of the possibility that Jesus did not actually die:
[W]e have no way of really knowing that Jesus died on the cross (we can't travel back in time with the medical machinery and team of doctors necessary to certify it)... This suspicion, even though it does not produce a belief that he survived, is nevertheless sufficient for any rational person to remain unconvinced that anything miraculous happened, even if it actually did. That is, even if a god wanted this to be a proof of something, he failed to make it so. The evidence leaves enough room for survival to be naturally possible. But even though the survival of Jesus is very unlikely, it still cannot be excluded with enough certainty to justify categorically denying it as something impossible, and so it cannot be excluded with enough force for one to believe that divine intervention is the most sensible explanation. (Carrier 2004)
The swoon theory simply states that Jesus survived by pure luck, and this is a possibility we cannot rule out. Price concludes, "the idea that Jesus survived crucifixion certainly wins the trophy for probability if the other contestant is the notion of a supernatural resurrection performed by an invisible god. The latter may indeed be the case, but as poor historians who can do no better than gauge probability on the basis of comparison to what we see happening around us, we would have to give palm to the Swoon Theory every time (Price 74)."
There exists another possibility: that Jesus was taken down from the cross before he died intentionally. Joseph of Arimathea is called a rich man and a secret disciple of Jesus' by Matthew and John. Thus, if the Sanhedrin had just ruled unanimously on the guilt of Jesus, as we are told, then Joseph of Arimathea must have dissented silently--perhaps with the intention of saving Jesus in the end. If this is true, is it too much of a stretch to imagine that Joseph could have bribed the Roman guards, who are portrayed by Matthew as willing to accept bribes, to take Jesus down before he died? The gospel writers wouldn't have known any better--they weren't there, and we can't assume that the women would have been able to tell if Jesus were dead or not from a distance. This possibility could explain why the soldiers didn't break Jesus' legs--they knew he was alive--or why Jesus was hard to recognize by his own followers whom he appeared to only in locked rooms or otherwise secluded areas--he was afraid of being recaptured! 
In any case, the evidence we have certainly doesn't eliminate these two possibilities entirely, thus David cannot claim with certainty that Jesus died. But, for the sake of argument, let's assume that he did and move on.
3. Was His Body Buried in a Tomb?
Here we encounter another of David's historic blunders. He states, "I think Carrier and Lowder's agreement that the tomb burial probably happened is sufficient by itself to establish its historicity!" Does he really? First, Carrier and Lowder are not in agreement. Carrier states: 
If Jesus was crucified in Judaea in the first century, then we have at least some reason to believe Jesus was buried in a tomb... Although it is indeed possible that the entire tomb story is an invention (and I have argued elsewhere that in fact it is), there is no obvious dogmatic or rhetorical reason to invent this fact, nor any evidence directly to the contrary, and tomb burial was the usual method in Palestine at the time, even for condemned criminals... Even so, the evidence of a tomb burial is not as good as Craig [or David] makes it out to be. (Carrier, Craig's Empty Tomb & Habermas on Visions)
Furthermore, an examination of Lowder's reasons for accepting its historicity reveal that his testimony is not the kind of evidence one would need to establish such an event. Surely David's kidding... I hope. 
Luckily David doesn't stop there; he states, "The tomb burial by Joseph of Arimathea is described in all four gospels," but as we have seen, this is probably just because the gospel writers all followed suit after Mark who presents us with a sharp contrast in the story--Jesus' disciples have all fled in fear, yet a man from among those who condemned him emerges to perform the burial. This character is probably named Joseph to match the name of Jesus' father, thus demonstrating the failure of Jesus' family. Also, as is clear in the Greek, "Arimathea" is quite possibly a pun meaning "best disciple," thus demonstrating the failure of Jesus' friends. This may or may not be evidence that Joseph of Arimathea is a fictional character, but in either case, we cannot assume that the gospel readers would have been able to confirm Joseph's existence; they probably would have recognized the pun anyway. This all directly contradicts David when he says:
If the tomb burial was made up, Joseph isn't the kind of person the gospel writers would've invented. Every one of the gospels is hostile toward the Sanhedrin, blaming them at least in part for Jesus' death. (Matt. 26:59, Mark 15:1, Luke 23:51, John 11:47-50) If the gospel writers wanted to invent an honorable disciple of Jesus, they would have never made him a member of the council they hated. Additionally, listing the man's name, his home town (a small town at that), and his membership on the ruling council of Jews would have made Joseph's identity easily identifiable and falsifiable. It's quite far-fetched to believe that the gospel writers would have fabricated a prominent figure whom anyone could check out for themselves.
I beg to differ--Joseph is exactly the type of person Mark could have invented for all the reasons David says he wouldn't: it was an intentional irony! David then concludes:
Although he doesn't list his own reasons, I believe the aforementioned are why atheist Jeffrey Jay-Lowder concludes that "... The burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea has a high final probability." 
I don't know why David resorts to this speculation when Lowder lists his reasons in the very paragraph David quotes. Lowder states:
Since Judea was not in open rebellion against Rome at the time of Jesus' death, and since Jesus was apparently crucified as part of a small crucifixion, the Romans would have had no need for the deterrent provided by [leaving Jesus to rot on the cross]. Moreover, Jesus died right before the Jewish holy day. It is highly likely that the Romans would have been respectful of Jewish law regarding burial of executed criminals before Passover [to avoid unrest]. (265)
In the end, Lowder makes a powerful case for the plausibility of what he calls the "Relocation Hypothesis." In this scenario, Joseph of Arimathea, being the pious Jew Mark calls him, would have desired to take Jesus' corpse down from the cross before the Sabbath. Because Jesus' death occurred sooner than expected, Jesus' burial was probably rushed. Accordingly, Joseph may have used his own tomb as a temporary burial place for Jesus. Then, after the Sabbath but before the arrival of the women, Jesus may have been moved to the common graveyard for crucified criminals. There are a few peculiar verses in John which may preserve this original tradition (Jn 20:2 & 13) such as Mary's proclamation that Jesus' body had been moved. Even the disciples don't find the possibility that Jesus' body had been moved disturbing (Jn 20:9-10). This is very odd if Joseph's tomb was intended to be the permanent residence for Jesus' body. The relocation hypothesis also explains why Joseph would put Jesus' body in his own tomb when doing so regularly would have defiled it.
4. Did Anyone Remove the Body?
In the fourth step of David's argument, he attempts to demonstrate that "no human removed the body." He again quotes Carrier: "Carrier very cautiously advances his version of the theft hypothesis by claiming it demonstrates 'the plausibility but by no means the certainty' that the body was stolen. Even he admits that theft is not 'the best account of the facts as we have them.'" David fails to mention, however, what Carrier believes the best account of the facts is--the position that I have argued for! Carrier's sole purpose in the article David quotes is to demonstrate the futility of claiming the body couldn't have been stolen! Carrier explains (my emphasis indicates David's quotations):
[T]he original Christians probably did not believe Jesus was literally resurrected from the grave, but... this belief arose as a consequence of the legendary development of an empty tomb story. I think that is the best account of the facts as we have them. But there are still other alternatives that remain at least as good as the supernatural alternative... One prominent natural explanation is the theft of the body... The present essay demonstrates the plausibility (but by no means certainty) of the hypothesis that the body of Jesus was stolen... Since the body of Jesus might actually have been stolen, the subsequent story of his resurrection could have been the erroneous deduction or deliberate propaganda of the earliest Christians. (Carrier 349) 
So who might have stolen it? David says, "There are literally three possibilities: Jesus' enemies, Jesus' disciples, or an unknown third party. Let's consider each." Good idea. 
David states:
Jesus' enemies, both in the government and among the Sanhedrin, had absolutely no motive to steal the body. If the Romans wanted the body, they would've simply denied Joseph's request for the body. If the Sanhedrin or their allies did not want Jesus buried, they never would have permitted Joseph to make the request in the first place. It was in the best interest of both groups that he remain safely buried: for the sake of the Pax Romana, and to ensure that he did not actually rise from the dead as he predicted.
But is this true? It seems that the Romans did have a good reason to remove Jesus' body from the tomb. We have already noted why the Romans would have allowed it to be stored temporarily in Joseph's tomb, but Peter Kirby explains why they might not have wanted Jesus' body to stay there:
Pilate would most likely have ensured that Jesus did not receive an honorable tomb burial. Raymond Brown notes, 'There was in this period an increasing Jewish veneration of the tombs of the martyrs and prophets." Craig agrees, stating, "During Jesus' time there was an extraordinary interest in the graves of Jewish martyrs and holy men and these were scrupulously cared for and honored." If Pilate considered Jesus to be an enemy of the state, how much more would Pilate have to fear not only making him a martyr but also establishing a shrine to Jesus right in Jerusalem? It was in Pilate's best interest to make certain that Jesus would have been buried without honor and in obscurity. (246)
David then concludes, "had the body been stolen by any of Jesus' enemies, they would have immediately produced the body as soon as the disciples started preaching the resurrection." But who is he kidding? Does he really think the Romans would have cyrogenically frozen Jesus' body to preserve it for later identification purposes? After only a few weeks Jesus' body would have been unidentifiable, and as it turns out, Acts states that the resurrection wasn't proclaimed for almost five weeks after the crucifixion!
Next, David states, "The far more popular hypothesis is that the disciples stole Jesus' body... The first problem with this hypothesis runs into is that armed soldiers were standing guard at the tomb. (Matthew 27:65-66)" Yet I demonstrated in my opening statement the difficulty in taking the presence of the guard seriously. David claims, "The guards had been placed for the express purpose of discrediting any kind of resurrection story that might arise. (27:63-64)," Yet Matthew probably invented the guards to discredit the accusation of theft! David then asks, "is the presence of the guard even relevant?" He then lists eight problems with the hypothesis of theft.
(1) that Matthew lied and there were no guards
It is not necessary to conclude that Matthew lied, he could have just been misinformed--he wasn't at the tomb after all.
(2) the disciples were expecting Jesus to rise from the dead, as they would've had no motive to steal the body otherwise -- even though the gospel says they weren't expecting it at all (Luke 18:31-34, John 20:8)
First, the very presence of the guard seems to presuppose the disciples understood that Jesus said he was to rise again; otherwise, they would have no motive to steal the body! This would contradict John and Luke who say the disciples didn't understand that Jesus would be resurrected, but then again, John and Luke never mention the guards. 
Furthermore, Matthew states that the Pharisees remembered Jesus saying he'd rise again (Mt. 17.22&23; 27:63). Let's consider this scenario: Perhaps we could be convinced that both the Pharisees and disciples had understood Jesus' prophecy, that neither of them had understood it, or that the disciples had understood it and the Pharisees hadn't, but that the Pharisees understood and the disciples did not is absurd. If Jesus spoke to the masses in parables, but spoke to his disciples more clearly, how could the outsiders understand what the disciples did not? 
There is a simple explanation for this anachronism. It appears that the disciples serve various literary functions, as they so often do, by not anticipating Jesus' resurrection. First, by mourning his death, the reader shares in their sorrow. Then, by not assuming the resurrection based on the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances of Jesus become more climactic; the reader then shares in the disciples' joy as they encounter the risen Jesus.
(3) that they were the biggest hypocrites and sneakiest deceivers the world has ever known
This problem is based on the assumption that all of Jesus' disciples were involved in the theft. However, it is entirely possible that at least one (out of as many as seventy) of Jesus' followers would have been motivated to steal the body of Jesus in an act of pious fraud. After all, if Jesus had proclaimed that he would be killed and rise again, then his followers would have been particularly motivated to create the appearance that their leader had indeed been vindicated. In any case, it would be possible for only one or a small number of Jesus' followers to engage in the theft of the body without this information making it to the others; thus, the majority of the disciples may have become firmly convinced of Jesus' resurrection even if his body was stolen by some of his followers.
(4) who had the courage to commit a capital crime and perpetuate such a fraud, even though St. Peter had just been scared by a little girl
Thomas could have stolen the body while Peter hid in a corner and sucked his thumb.
(5) that they disposed of the body in a place where no one ever found it
Jimmy Hoffa?
(6) that the entire thing was kept a secret for all of time
Not hard to imagine if the "secret" died with the thief. 
(7) that St. Paul, a student of rabbi Gamaliel and persecutor of Christians (Acts 22) who had even less motive to participate in such a scheme than the disciples, nevertheless agreed to get in on this conspiracy
Who says he knew? And if I am at all right about Paul's views, then he didn't really get in on the "conspiracy" at all.
(8) that the apostles were willing to suffer extreme persecution and even death for something they knew was a lie
This is a slightly better argument. It is often claimed that the reality of Jesus' resurrection is evidenced by the changes that took place in the disciples' lives; since liars make lousy martyrs, and because the apostles died for their belief in Jesus, something must have happened to really, really convince them he was who he said he was--and this something must have been his resurrection. This claim is dubious, however, for at least three reasons.
First, the evidence we have that the apostles were martyred is slim. The most reliable evidence that we have attesting to Paul and Peter's martyrdom comes from 1 Clement, but even this is questionable. We cannot rule out the possibility that the martyrdom of the apostles was a legend designed, perhaps, to encourage later generations of Christians to be unafraid to sacrifice their own bodies as church battles over the doctrines of Gnosticism and docetism raged. Second, and more importantly, even if the apostles were martyred, we have no way of determining exactly what aspect of their beliefs the apostles were martyred for. There is no reason to suppose that a physical appearance in the flesh of the risen Jesus is a necessary condition for martyrdom--indeed, it wasn't for Paul. Finally, one's willingness to die for a conviction is not evidence of the truth of that conviction. Nietzsche said it best:
It is so little true that martyrs offer any support to the truth of a cause that I am inclined to deny that any martyr has ever had anything to do with the truth at all.... The deaths of the martyrs, it may be said in passing, have been misfortunes of history: they have misled . . . The conclusion that all idiots, women and plebeians come to, that there must be something in a cause for which any one goes to his death (or which, as under primitive Christianity, sets off epidemics of death-seeking)--this conclusion has been an unspeakable drag upon the testing of facts, upon the whole spirit of inquiry and investigation. The martyrs have damaged the truth. . . . Even to this day the crude fact of persecution is enough to give an honourable name to the most empty sort of sectarianism.--But why? Is the worth of a cause altered by the fact that some one had laid down his life for it?--An error that becomes honourable is simply an error that has acquired one seductive charm the more. (170-171)
In the end, it doesn't appear that the disciples' stealing of the body is too improbable--or at least David hasn't demonstrated that it is. He also states:
Because the "disciples stole the body" hypothesis requires at least one shaky conclusion (that Matthew lied) and seven wild assumptions (assertions that have no evidentiary support), the hypothesis fails Ockham's Razor miserably.
David doesn't seem to understand how to apply Ockham's razor. (Because many simple questions have complex answers and vice versa, many have argued that Ockham's razor is generally worthless anyway!) At any rate, Ockham's razor is applied when two competing explanations explain all the data equally well; in such a case, the explanation that requires the least ad hoc assumptions is judged to be most likely true. Yet David hasn't explicitly proposed a theory to compare the possibility of theft with--perhaps because supernatural explanations fail Ockham's razor every time.
David moves on saying "[this] still leaves the possibility that some mysterious third party stole the body. But if the guards were present at the tomb, then that possibility is immediately revoked." However, if these guards were willing to lie after taking a bribe from the Jewish authorities, who is to say that they weren't lying to the Jewish authorities as well? The guards could easily have been bribed by this unknown third party (or a follower of Jesus) to allow the body to be taken. 
But what unknown third party might have stolen the body? Grave robbers may have been motivated to steal the body of Jesus in order to sell his body for use in necromancy (if the necromancers didn't just steal the body themselves). The motive to steal a body for this purpose would be increased if the body was that of a holy man or miracle worker. Or the tomb could have been looted randomly--after all, if Joseph was a rich man, then his tomb may have attracted grave robbers. 
David states, "The idea that some mysterious third party stole the body, even if someone assumed the guard story is false, has zero evidentiary support." But wouldn't the empty tomb itself count as evidence for theft?
David further argues: "no early Jewish or other source ever argued for its possibility. It appears that no one back then took the possibility of third party theft seriously, even if it is 'plausible.'" David here admits the plausibility of the theft of Jesus' body, but isn't he trying to eliminate the possibility of natural causes for the empty tomb story? If so, he's not doing a very good job. Also, as I pointed out in my opening statement, no early Jewish or other source argued for any other possible explanation of the empty tomb--probably for the simple reason that the story hadn't gotten around yet. 
5. Was Jesus' Body Really Missing?
The main argument that David puts forth for the reliability of the empty tomb is a common one: its attestation by women. He states:
there is another reason why all four accounts are especially trustworthy in this matter, a reason that ends all doubt: the empty tomb was discovered by women, including one who had been demon-possessed. In ancient Jewish culture, the testimony of women in general was almost worthless. A woman's testimony wasn't even worth considering unless no male witnesses were available and even then, her testimony could never carry the same weight of a man's. If the gospel writers had intended to persuade their readers by using even a smidgen of dishonesty, they would have excluded the women from the story and said that the men first found the tomb empty. 
By evoking what is called "the Principle of Embarrassment," (PoE) many apologists make the claim that because the gospels record events that would be embarrassing to the disciples, and because they would not have included these embarrassing details if they were not historically accurate, we can then conclude that the stories must be reliable. This claim put forth by David is a common example of the way the PoE is employed. However, we don't even know that the gospel writers held the Jewish prejudices David lists. And, as I pointed out in my opening statement, Mark had good reason to invent the visitation of the tomb by women: to transvalue the common motif provided by the female mourning cults and myths surrounding other dying-and-rising godmen. In any event, the women in the story are not attesting to the empty tomb in the absence of male witness--men confirm it. We therefore cannot conclude that the attestation to the empty tomb by women would have been seen as weakening to the gospels' testimony. 
David goes on to employ the PoE in his list of evidences for the reliability of the gospels. However, we have no good reason to believe that the individuals who would be embarrassed by any details in the Gospels ever knew they were even written, much less that they had direct influence on what went into them. David then states:
[the gospels] include difficult sayings of Jesus difficult either factually or because the standard of morality to which they bound themselves is outrageously high (Matthew 5:28-32, 5:39-48, 6:19-21, 7:12). These commands are virtually impossible for people to keep all the time, and they seem to violate the natural best interests of the men who wrote them down. His statements are also factually difficult in that they appear at first to be failed prophecies (Matthew 24, Mark 13, Luke 21). Why would the gospel writers have included these morally and factually damning statements had they not sought to record the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?
I doubt David argues that the gospels contain unfulfilled prophecy, so why imagine the gospel writers would have? Also, even if the standard of morality the gospels binds one to is high, we know that religious people often take pride in their displays of piety.
Third, David claims, "the writers carefully distinguish Jesus' words from their own. St. Paul quotes Jesus only a few times despite writing half the NT himself, and he goes out of his way to expressly distinguish his own words from Jesus' words." However, there are clear examples where the words of Jesus have been mixed with the author's perspective. For instance, Lk. 24:44 quotes Jesus as saying, "these are the words I spoke to you while I was still with you," yet Jesus was with them at that very moment! Thus these words clearly represent Luke's retrospective viewpoint. 
The fourth evidence David gives for the reliability of the gospels is that, "the writers constantly appeal to eye witness testimony and challenge the readers to verify the facts." However, we have already noted how the evidence does not demonstrate that the gospel readers would have had access to any of the relevant information, and as I pointed out in my opening statement, they might not have cared to check it out anyway. Indeed, I know many people like that today. David concludes this point by asking, "Who could make such bold claims, without destroying their own credibility, unless the readers knew them to be true?" There are two obvious answers: (1) people relying on hearsay who didn't know any better, or (2) people living at a time or place far enough removed from the events that they couldn't be checked--the gospel writers were probably both. 
The final evidence David lists for the gospels' reliability is that "the NT writers who were, with the possible exception of Luke, exclusively Jewish -- abandoned fiercely held Jewish beliefs and practices, adopted new ones, and maintained their story through the harshest persecution." This is not so hard to imagine. This was a time in which many Hellenized Jews were adopting all sorts of new religious practices. The very reason the Septuagint had been written was that so many Jews knew only Greek--not Hebrew. That Jews would have converted or adopted new religious practices is not at all surprising, they were doing it all the time. And let us not forget that persecution increases a sense of group identity. We should also note that the abandonment of Jewish practices is evidence for my position (see section 4 of my opening statement).
6. Where Does that Leave Us?
David's account of the resurrection appearances is not compelling. He concludes, "The alternative explanations for these accounts force us to choose between an over-the-top conspiracy theory vs. unnatural mass hallucinations." However, this is clearly a false dilemma--and David hasn't even sufficiently debunked the possibility of its choices. And when David says, "every single post-resurrection witness agrees," I have to ask, "agrees with what? about what?"
David quotes Blaise Pascal: "People almost invariably arrive at their beliefs not on the basis of proof but on the basis of what they find attractive." Certainly Pascal is often right, but can anyone deny the attractiveness of the resurrection? As Ludwig Feuerbach said (emphasis added):
Man, at least in a state of ordinary well-being, has the wish not to die... This primary negative wish becomes the positive wish for a life, and that a better life, after death. But this wish involves the further wish for the certainty of its fulfillment... This can only be given... by the fact of a dead person, whose death has been previously certified, rising again from the grave; and he must be no indifferent person, but, on the contrary, the type and representative of all others, so that his resurrection also may be the type, the guarantee of theirs. The resurrection of Christ is therefore the satisfied desire of man for an immediate certainty of his personal existence after death--personal immortality as a sensible, indubitable fact. (Feuerbach 138-139)
Indeed, we have seen four plausible natural explanations for the empty tomb that David has not adequately refuted: theft and the swoon, bribe, and relocation theories. When we add the position that I have previously argued for, we are left with five distinct possibilities that cannot be ruled out. Consequently, David has not been successful in establishing the probability of Jesus' resurrection, and he made no initial arguments for its possibility. Accordingly, my position still stands: the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus is not the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.
The Christian Rope Pulls Tighter: Second Rebuttal to Richard Spencer1
I am currently debating atheist Richard Spencer regarding the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  A link to the rules of our debate, plus the text of our opening statements and first rebuttals, can be found here.
1.  Was Jesus Crucified?
Late in his rebuttal, Richard says, "By evoking what is called "the Principle of Embarrassment," (PoE) many apologists make the claim that because the gospels record events that would be embarrassing to the disciples, and because they would not have included these embarrassing details if they were not historically accurate, we can then conclude that the stories must be reliable. This claim put forth by David is a common example of the way the PoE is employed...[but] we have no good reason to believe that the individuals who would be embarrassed by any details in the Gospels ever knew they were even written, much less that they had direct influence on what went into them."

He also asserts, without citation, that "the views David express represent a small minority among modern scholars. It is the common opinion of mainstream scholars today that... Mark was the first one written, and that the other gospels relied on Mark for a great deal of their content; the common spread for their dates is 65-120 A.D. It is also often acknowledged that none of the gospels contain real eyewitness testimony."

Richard arbitrarily throws out these dates while citing zero archaeologists who agree with him. We can quickly discredit his conclusion because the gospels are cited by both Ignatius (107 A.D.) and Clement of Rome (96 A.D.) The latter, for example, said "The Apostles received the Gospel for us from the Lord Jesus." (Corinthians 42:1) And remember form my opening statement that Eusebius (300 A.D.) and Irenaeus (175 A.D.) tell us Matthew was both written first and he was Matthew the disciple of Jesus. To that list I now add Tertullian (200 A.D.), who affirmed that Matthew was written prior to Mark. (Against Marcion, IV) I also add Origen (250 A.D.), whom Richard also quoted in his own opening statement: "The first [gospel] is written according to Matthew, the same that was once a tax collector, but afterwards an apostle of Jesus Christ... the second is according to Mark, who composed it, as Peter explained to him.... and the third, according to Luke, the gospel commended by Paul.... and last of all the gospel according to John." (Ecclesiastical History, VI, 25) The pre-Council of Nicea historians were absolutely, unequivocally unanimous in their view that Matthew preceded Mark and that the gospels were the product of the apostles. The latter conclusion both enhances the gospels' credibility and sets a strict upper dating limit because of the apostles' lifespan. 

The unanimous testimony of the early church historians shows us three things. First, Matthew must be an independent source from Mark because Matthew was written first. Second, Richard's hypothesis that Matthew was a legendary development of Mark must be false for the same reason. Third, the gospels were written by the apostles or by their close acquaintances. Thus, the Principle of Embarrassment (PoE) is a valid argument for their reliability in general. Even now, Richard offers no reason why we should trust his ordering, dating, or source material of the gospels over several historians who were 1,800 years closer to the source.

"If every gospel was written independently, then they could have also been written simultaneously, i.e., all in 75 A.D. Accordingly, based on David's own data, there is no reason that every gospel could not have been written after the Jewish War."

Dr. Robinson says that 65 A.D. is his limit, so if we split the difference, then the latest possible date the gospels could have been published, if they were simultaneous, would be 70 A.D. But if we also take Robinson and Albright's earliest dates (45 A.D. and 50 A.D., respectively) then the gospels could have been published simultaneously in 48 A.D. instead. Taking the overall average, simultaneous publication would mean all four gospels were written in or around 59 A.D., long before the Jewish War. Although I can accept that conclusion, the church historians I mentioned were unanimous in their view that there was a time lapse between each gospel. Further, I have yet to hear a single scholar anywhere atheist, Christian, etc. who believes all four gospels were written simultaneously. Why call me out on something we already agree upon? 

At any rate, Richard said, "For the purpose of this debate... I would be willing to concede that Jesus was actually crucified." 

Note that Richard was and is welcome to dispute my claim that Jesus was a real person who was crucified, but he has voluntarily chosen not to do so. Therefore, I will move on. 

2. Did Jesus Actually Die on the Cross?

In one respect, this is the least important section in our debate. Even by Richard's own standards, Jesus' death is (6,785 / 6,786) 99.99% certain. But this section highlights serious philosophical problems with Richard's approach to the resurrection. Let me be clear: based on our current evidence, we could never ever accept either the swoon or bribe hypotheses, which I will refer to collectively as the survival hypothesis.

Richard claims that "[W]e have no way of really knowing that Jesus died on the cross (we can't travel back in time with the medical machinery and team of doctors necessary to certify it)... This suspicion, even though it does not produce a belief that he survived, is nevertheless sufficient for any rational person to remain unconvinced that anything miraculous happened, even if it actually did."

First, survival was impossible. My opening statement clearly rejected Carrier's argument that Jesus had a (1 / 6,786) 0.004% chance of surviving. I presented two independent physicians who tell us that the likelihood of survival was not 0.0004 but 0.0%. A time machine is not necessary to conclude with 100% certainty that Jesus died. If a newspaper reports that a criminal was just executed by lethal injection, a doctor can easily explain to you the cause of death and the certainty of it all without being there personally. Naturally we could argue against the accuracy of the newspaper report, but Richard has made no effort to do so in this debate. 

Richard's only attempt to salvage the possibility that Jesus' survival exceeded 0.0% was a single passage in Josephus in which a man is crucified and survives. But even if the story was true, surviving a car accident at 40 MPH is not the same as surviving a car accident at 100 MPH. In Josephus' story, he had recognized the crucified man and immediately asked the governor to take him down. Jesus was on the cross for several hours. Further, Jesus' crucifixion was even worse than an ordinary crucifixion which was itself a certain death penalty unless someone intervened: Jesus suffered severe punishment and blood loss prior to the crucifixion, and had a spear thrust into his side. Finally, there is no competing evidence against Josephus that says the man died, just like there is no competing evidence against all four gospels and Paul who report that Jesus did not survive. (Parenthetically, the crux of that story is Josephus bragging about his influence with the governor, and we all know how people love to exaggerate their connections; thus, we have no way of knowing whether the story is even true in the first place.) 

And yet, Richard somehow believes that survival is not only possible, but must be true if the only two options were between Jesus' survival and the resurrection. As Richard says, quoting Robert Price, "The idea that Jesus survived crucifixion certainly wins the trophy for probability if the other contestant is the notion of a supernatural resurrection performed by an invisible god." This flawed idea was also affirmed by Richard when he said that "The idea that Jesus survived crucifixion seems clearly more probable than supernatural resurrection." 

Contrary to what Price suggests, a scenario in which survival was the only alternative to the resurrection wouldn't diminish the power of the evidence that tells us Jesus died. Because Price cannot accept the conclusion that evidence would force him into, however, he engages in either Special Pleading or in Circular Reasoning. Imposing a different standard on evidence requiring 100% certainty to accept a hypothesis he previously had no problem accepting with 99.99% certainty -- when it leads him to a conclusion he doesn't like (the resurrection) is a flagrant Fallacy of Special Pleading. Even more insidious, Price appears to use his conclusion -- that Jesus did not rise from the dead (or in the broader sense, that naturalism is the correct world-view) -- to defend his premise: that Jesus must have survived from the cross. Using your conclusion to prove a premise obviously begs the question (circular reasoning). 

But if we were to ask Price why he accepts the premise that Jesus must have survived over the resurrection scenario, why can't Price respond the same way Richard did: "events with lower likelihood than 1 in 7,000 occur everyday"? 

Three reasons. First, Richard himself told us that "if one wishes to claim that a supernatural explanation is more probable than a natural one, we must be given some method for determining the probability of supernatural causation. However, I know of no such method." 

Further, such a response wouldn't save him from circular reasoning. That response presupposes that the odds of survival are greater than the odds of the resurrection. But he admits to being 99.99% certain that Jesus did not survive; thus, for all intents and purposes, he cannot conclude that Jesus did survive unless he is 100% sure of it. But he cannot be 100% certain that Jesus survived unless he presupposes that the alternative (the resurrection) is impossible. He is still using his conclusion that dead men cannot rise to justify his premise (that Jesus must therefore have survived). Therefore, even if that was his answer, Price would still be begging the question. 

Second, Richard's logic confuses probability law as a measure of frequency vs. probabilities being used as a measure of certainty. Carrier evaluated all of the specific evidence that Jesus of Nazareth, as a particular individual, died on the cross. An examination of that evidence did not yield the conclusion that 1 in 6,786 crucifixion victims survived anymore than someone who is 99% certain that humans evolved from monkeys is suggesting that 1% of humans did not! Rather, Carrier concluded with (6,785 / 6786) 99.99% certainty that Jesus of Nazareth in particular died on the cross. The percentages we're discussing have nothing to do with the odds of a future random event occurring; rather, we have already considered the evidence for this past case and are artificially imposing a level of certainty upon it. 

Finally and perhaps most to the point, the opposite of the survival hypothesis is always the death hypothesis. The likelihood of survival must always be weighed against its opposite premise: the likelihood of death. Even under Richard's own system, we can be 99.99% certain based on the evidence for this particular case that Jesus actually died. Therefore, no one could ever conclude based on our current evidence that Jesus of Nazareth survived the cross as opposed to dying. 

Under Richard's bribe hypothesis, those odds are softened somewhat and Jesus' odds of survival are certainly higher than 1 in 6,786. But for either survival hypothesis to be preferable to the death hypothesis, the odds of survival must be (3,393 / 6,786) 50% or higher. Otherwise, the most reasonable explanation would still be that Jesus died. I seriously doubt Richard would attempt to demonstrate a 50% probability that Jesus survived the cross, even under the bribe hypothesis. First and foremost, he would have to prove that this bribe took place. A complete lack of any positive evidence to that effect is sufficient to prevent him from reaching a 50% probability. But if he did establish a < 50% probability that Pilate accepted a bribe, then Richard would have to explain how Jesus survived despite severe blood loss before the crucifixion followed by several hours on the cross, and a complete lack of modern medical treatment after he was taken down. Third, he would have to explain why no one in the crowd of onlookers noticed that Jesus was still breathing, and why this conspiracy never came to light later. Fourth, he would have to explain why not a single person spotted Jesus after his ascension five weeks later, etc. Under the bribe or the swoon hypothesis, I think Richard is well aware that he could never reach the (3,396 / 6,786) 50% probability that would justify rational acceptance of a survival scenario over a death scenario. 

Regardless of whether survival is just one alternative to the resurrection or the only alternative, the survival hypothesis must always be weighed against its logical opposite: the non-survival (death) hypothesis. To do otherwise would be to weigh a premise (that Jesus died) against Richard's conclusion (that Jesus could not have risen from the dead). But conclusions have no weight until they are proven by premises. No one has the right to beg the question by presupposing their own conclusion and using that as evidence for their premise. 

3. Was his Body Buried in a tomb?

Richard cited me as saying, "If the tomb burial was made up, Joseph isn't the kind of person the gospel writers would've invented. Every one of the gospels is hostile toward the Sanhedrin, blaming them at least in part for Jesus' death. (Matt. 26:59, Mark 15:1, Luke 23:51, John 11:47-50) If the gospel writers wanted to invent an honorable disciple of Jesus, they would have never made him a member of the council they hated. Additionally, listing the man's name, his home town (a small town at that), and his membership on the ruling council of Jews would have made Joseph's identity easily identifiable and falsifiable. It's quite far-fetched to believe that the gospel writers would have fabricated a prominent figure whom anyone could check out for themselves." But he "begs to differ--Joseph is exactly the type of person Mark could have invented for all the reasons David says he wouldn't: it was an intentional irony!"

Richard makes no attempt to even defend that notion.  For us to even entertain it, he would have to first present other Markan instances of such "irony." Second, we'd have to weigh the likelihood of Mark using irony in this particular case which is unrealistic given how upset he was that the Sanhedrin murdered someone he cared about.  Third, Richard would have to demonstrate independently that Matthew, Luke, and John who identify Joseph in the same way that Mark does all intended Joseph to be an "intentional irony." And even if he could do all three, it would not disprove the tomb burial hypothesis; it would simply eliminate our ability to identify the individual who did it. 

My first rebuttal provided several additional reasons why it would be ridiculous to view Joseph's tomb burial account, in Mark or in any of the gospels, as some grand metaphor. One of the clearest indications that Mark could not have meant the tomb burial metaphorically is the fact that Joseph "took down the body... and placed it in a mnemeion (tomb) cut out of rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the mnemeion (tomb)." (Mark 15:46) Technically, mnemeion could refer to a visible monument erected in someone's honor instead of a tomb. But that would mean only that Jesus was buried at a monument instead of a tomb per se; then we would have to ask what monument? 

Moreover, the Greek word "mnemeion" is used 42 times in the New Testament including earlier occasions by Mark (5:2-3, 6:29). On every single occasion, mnemeion refers to a literal tomb. Indeed, mnemeion is the same word used in the record of Jesus' burial as told by Matthew (27:60), Luke (23:55), and John (19:41), all three of whom Richard concedes believed in an empty tomb, thus necessitating a literal occupied tomb in the first place. In fact, the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament, written around 200 B.C.) consistently uses the word mnemeion to refer to a literal tomb in the Old Testament as well, i.e. Genesis 23:6,9,50:5, Isaiah 22:16, etc. (Thayer's Greek Lexicon) Therefore, it is absolutely inconceivable that Mark's gospel communicated anything other than a normal burial in a literal tomb. 

Paul testifies in 1 Corinthians 15:4 that Jesus was "buried" which excludes any non-burial hypothesis but does not answer whether Jesus was buried in a mnemeion. Elsewhere, however, "Paul [said]: 'The people of Jerusalem and their rulers did not recognize Jesus... they asked Pilate to have him executed. When they had carried out all that was written about him, they took him down from the tree and laid him in a tomb (mnemeion).'" (Acts 13:16-30)

It is also important to note that Richard has not argued against the truthfulness of Mark's record that Jesus was buried in a mnemeion. Rather, he has simply argued for a new interpretation of that record. But I clearly demonstrated in my first rebuttal and crystallized here the reasons why Richard's version is indefensible. 

Apparently, Richard's only reason to reject the burial of Jesus in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea (Matthew 27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:51, John 19:38) is that the latter "is probably named Joseph to match the name of Jesus' father, thus demonstrating the failure of Jesus' family. Also, as is clear in the Greek, "Arimathea" is quite possibly a pun meaning "best disciple," thus demonstrating the failure of Jesus' friends. This may or may not be evidence that Joseph of Arimathea is a fictional character, but in either case, we cannot assume that the gospel readers would have been able to confirm Joseph's existence; they probably would have recognized the pun anyway."

That paragraph is silly. We can only wonder what "failure" Richard could be talking about; besides, if his strange exegesis of Joseph's name is correct, then why did the other gospel writers record the same name when they clearly "supported" Mary and the Holy Family? Moreover, the plain text in all four gospels clearly indicates otherwise. "There came a rich man from Arimathea..." (Matthew 27:57) "Joseph of Arimathea..." (Mark 15:43) "He came from the Judean town of Arimathea..." (Luke 23:51) "John of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus..." (John 19:38) These bold-faced words appear in the Greek text as well. 

As for identifying Joseph, the fact that he was a member of the Sanhedrin would make him all the more easily identifiable. There were only 71 members on the council; further, they were divided into five separate councils, the first of which was Joseph's located in Jerusalem. (Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, XIV, 5) Thus, only 15 men could have possibly fit the job, and there was probably only one named Joseph who was a "prominent member" (Mark 15:43) of the 15. Notwithstanding a DNA sample, we simply couldn't ask for a stronger identification. Joseph's historicity and involvement with the burial of Jesus' body is beyond question.

Richard then attempts to backpedal by arguing that "Pilate would most likely have ensured that Jesus did not receive an honorable tomb burial. Raymond Brown notes, 'There was in this period an increasing Jewish veneration of the tombs of the martyrs and prophets." Craig agrees, stating, "During Jesus' time there was an extraordinary interest in the graves of Jewish martyrs and holy men and these were scrupulously cared for and honored." If Pilate considered Jesus to be an enemy of the state, how much more would Pilate have to fear not only making him a martyr but also establishing a shrine to Jesus right in Jerusalem? It was in Pilate's best interest to make certain that Jesus would have been buried without honor and in obscurity. (246)"

Richard presents no evidence that Pilate considered Jesus to be an enemy of the state. The evidence tells us quite the opposite. Pilate says "I have examined him in your presence and have found no basis for your charges against him." (Luke 23:15) Pilate "went out again to the Jews and said, 'I find no basis for a charge against him.'" (John 18:38-39) "Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate... had Jesus flogged, and handed him over to be crucified. " (Mark 15:15) "Pilate.... washed his hands in front of the crowd. 'I am innocent of this man's blood,' he said. 'It is your responsibility!'" (Matthew 27:24) Richard's contention that Jesus was seen as an enemy of the state appears to run contrary to the evidence. 

Conveniently, Richard quotes atheist Jeffrey-Jay Lowder (whose picture graces Richard's MySpace profile) whom I cited as well: "Since Judea was not in open rebellion against Rome at the time of Jesus' death, and since Jesus was apparently crucified as part of a small crucifixion, the Romans would have had no need for the deterrent provided by [leaving Jesus to rot on the cross]. Moreover, Jesus died right before the Jewish holy day. It is highly likely that the Romans would have been respectful of Jewish law regarding burial of executed criminals before Passover [to avoid unrest]. (265)" 

As we see, not only did Pilate not consider Jesus to be an enemy of the state, but he also had countervailing interests which enhanced the likelihood of him allowing a tomb burial. So we have an initial probability that Pilate would have allowed a tomb burial, and that the Jews would have requested it; we add to that the unanimous record in all four gospels and two partial attestations by Paul. 

On top of all that, the tomb burial account literally could not have been legendary if accepted prior to 113 A.D. because the tests show that ancient legends took a minimum of two generations before they could supplant a solid core of historical truth. (Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 190) When we consider that four sources all within 40 years of the crucifixion tell us that Jesus of Nazareth was buried in a tomb let alone that the specific individual who did it is clearly identified in all four -- it would be intellectually dishonest to conclude that Jesus was not buried in a tomb unless we had strong disconfirming evidence. But we have no disconfirming evidence at all. Even Richard's champion Jeffrey-Jay Lowder recognizes that no hypothesis can touch the likelihood of the hypothesis that Jesus was actually buried in a tomb, and like him, I can think of no stronger explanation for the evidence. 

4 and 5. Was the Tomb Empty? Did Anyone Remove the Body?

It is noteworthy that in order for either Richard's theft hypothesis or his reburial hypothesis to be true, he must concede that Jesus died on the cross, that he was buried in the tomb, and that the tomb came up empty. Either theft or reburial can only provide potential explanations for an admittedly empty tomb. For that reason, I address both hypotheses in one section. 

In Richard's opinion, "Lowder makes a powerful case for the plausibility of what he calls the "Relocation Hypothesis." In this scenario, Joseph of Arimathea, being the pious Jew Mark calls him, would have desired to take Jesus' corpse down from the cross before the Sabbath. Because Jesus' death occurred sooner than expected, Jesus' burial was probably rushed. Accordingly, Joseph may have used his own tomb as a temporary burial place for Jesus. Then, after the Sabbath but before the arrival of the women, Jesus may have been moved to the common graveyard for crucified criminals.... The relocation hypothesis also explains why Joseph would put Jesus' body in his own tomb when doing so regularly would have defiled it."

First, Richard offered no evidence from the Torah that Joseph's tomb would have been defiled by this action.  Although the Jews may have viewed Jesus as a criminal, he was executed as a criminal by the Romans. More importantly, Joseph was a disciple of Jesus and did not consider him to be a criminal at all. (Matthew 27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:51, John 19:38) 

Also, Richard answered his own question. Even ignoring the fact that Joseph was a follower of Jesus, "Joseph... put Jesus' body in his own tomb" because he, "being the pious Jew Mark calls him, would have desired to take Jesus' corpse down from the cross before the Sabbath. Because Jesus' death occurred sooner than expected, Jesus' burial was probably rushed. Accordingly, Joseph may have used his own tomb..." Remember from my opening statement that I quoted the first century Jewish historian Josephus for the proposition that Jews never left a body unburied. Joseph's tomb was close by, and the Sabbath was at hand. Regardless of whether Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, his burial of Jesus in his own tomb would have been both appropriate and pious. 

Now, one thing everyone Christians, atheists, Jews, etc. agrees on is that the gospels of Matthew and John were written by Jews for a primarily or exclusively Jewish audience. The closest indication we get that such relocation was even imaginable is in John 20:9-10, but it is hardly persuasive. For one thing, if you were mourning at the grave of a loved one and discovered his body missing, you'd be in hysterics and say the same thing. Second, John's gospel is written for an overt evangelical purpose (John 19:35, 20:31). If he even entertained the possibility that his readers would take the passage to mean that the body had been relocated, he would have either excluded the passage or refuted it. 

Moreover, I hope it goes without saying that Jews were well aware of their own burial practices. If Richard was correct about 1st century Jewish burial practices, the Jewish readers of the gospels would have read about the empty tomb, scratched their heads, and said "Well of course the tomb was empty! Joseph had just buried it in his tomb temporarily but he had to remove it to the criminal graveyard once the Sabbath was over." But somehow nobody thought to say that until 2,000 years later. 

Why not? Because the force of Lowder's reburial argument is predicated upon the incorrect assumption that this "temporary burial" was a standard practice among Jews living in 33 A.D. Unfortunately, Lowder's only basis for this assumption is a few passages found primarily in the Jewish Mishna (200 A.D.). However, "The Mishna is neither an authoritative archive of laws, practices and events, nor even a mine of facts to be uncovered and, if necessary, cleansed, purified or cut to shape." (Lapin, Early Rabbinic Civil Law and the Social History of Roman Galilee, 35) "We must be careful to recognize limitations in our knowledge of burial practices in Jesus' lifetime.... the references to burial in [the first century Jewish historian] Josephus indicated a different situation in the first century from that envisioned by later information." (Brown, The Death of the Messiah) "Besides the fact that the rabbis did not dictate practice, rabbinic legal discussions are sometimes idealistic, referring to the way things should be done, not describing how they were done." (Miller, Shellgame, citing Judaism: Practice and Belief, 11) 

Perhaps the body was missing for other reasons, but when we compare (1) the reburial hypothesis vs. (2) the hypothesis that the body was not reburied, it's easy to see the winner. We have zero documents indicating that scenario (1) occurred, and four early documents indicating it did not. Further, even the reburial hypothesis acknowledges that there was good reason for Joseph to bury Jesus in his own tomb; but there is no reason to think that any Jewish custom existing in 33 A.D. required the exhumation the body once he did so. Between these two problems, both of which are equally insurmountable, why should anyone believe that relocation occurred?

Moving on, Richard says, "It seems that the Romans did have a good reason to remove Jesus' body from the tomb." 

I am puzzled by this quote. It does not stand for the proposition that the Romans removed the body from the tomb once it was there. It only counts toward the proposition that they never would have allowed it to be buried in the first place. If Pilate did want "to make certain that Jesus would have been buried without honor and in obscurity" and I illustrated above that there is no reason to think that he cared -- he would have never given the body over to a member of the Sanhedrin in the first place! There is absolutely no tradition, document, or other evidence that indicates that Pilate either denied the Sanhedrinist's initial request or that he had some inexplicable change of heart later and demanded the body returned. The bizarre implication is that Pilate unsealed the tomb and removed the body after having given it to Joseph and allowing him to bury it a notion that neither makes sense nor has any evidentiary support. 

Regarding the more traditional objection -- that Jesus' body was removed because the disciples stole it -- I noted the Roman soldiers guarding the tomb would have prevented the theft (Matthew 27:63-64), to which Richard responds with, "Yet Matthew probably invented the guards to discredit the accusation of theft!" 

Ah, but Richard runs into a serious problem. If Matthew invented the guards to discredit the accusation of theft, then that strongly suggests there was an accusation of theft he was seeking to discredit. But an accusation of theft could only arise if Jesus' enemies first recognized that the body was missing from the tomb. Thus, Richard's objection only strengthens the argument that Jesus' enemies recognized the empty tomb.  On the other hand, if Matthew lied about the polemic itself, then Richard is left with absolutely zero positive evidence that anyone even accused the disciples of theft until 1,900 years later.
Remember also that if Luke and John relied on Matthew as a source, then we would expect them to include the guard story for the same reason:  to discredit the obvious counter that the tomb was empty because the body had been stolen.  Luke and John's silence on this matter can only be explained by the fact that even though they were written later than Matthew, they did not rely on him as a source.      
Richard now introduces a classic argument against the guards' presence: "the very presence of the guard seems to presuppose the disciples understood that Jesus said he was to rise again; otherwise, they would have no motive to steal the body! This would contradict John and Luke who say the disciples didn't understand that Jesus would be resurrected, but then again, John and Luke never mention the guards. Furthermore, Matthew states that the Pharisees remembered Jesus saying he'd rise again (Mt. 17.22&23; 27:63)..... That the Pharisees understood and the disciples did not is absurd. If Jesus spoke to the masses in parables, but spoke to his disciples more clearly, how could the outsiders understand what the disciples did not?"

     It is absolutely right that the Pharisees understood Jesus' claims that he would rise from the dead, but the disciples did not. A careful reading of Matt. 17:22-23 does not allow us to assume that the disciples understood his resurrection. The disciples give Jesus no response indicating that they understood; indeed, Jesus said many things the disciples did not understand (Matthew 16:9-11). Matthew says the disciples were lupeo, indicating a degree of uneasiness or sadness, depending on interpretation; at most, that would imply that they understood Jesus was to die. It still does not imply that they understood the resurrection; indeed, if they had, then they would have agalliao (rejoiced) instead! 

      Further, after Jesus predicted that "On the third day he will rise again," Luke says "The disciples did not understand any of this. Its meaning was hidden from them, and they did not know what he was talking about." (Luke 9:45, 18:33-34) The other gospels are in perfect agreement on this point: In Mark, Jesus says "'The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.' But they did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it." (Mark 9:31-32) Even after confirming the empty tomb, Peter and John "still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead"! (John 20:9) So the proposition that the Sanhedrin understood Jesus' words but the disciples did not is completely consistent with the data.
In regard to my claim that the disciples must have been the biggest hypocrites and sneakiest deceivers the world has ever known, Richard says "This problem is based on the assumption that all of Jesus' disciples were involved in the theft. However, it is entirely possible that at least one (out of as many as seventy) of Jesus' followers would have been motivated to steal the body of Jesus in an act of pious fraud."

First, most of the seventy disciples forsook Jesus; they "went back and walked with Him no more." (John 6:66) That narrows the playing field of potential thieves substantially. Second, we have the disconfirming evidence I just presented: none of the disciples had any motive to steal the body because they had no idea Jesus was to rise from the dead. Third, I just illustrated that Richard's criticism of Matthew's guard account is unjustified; the soldiers' presence at the mnemeion automatically invalidates any variant of the theft hypothesis. 

Later, however, Richard disputes this, claiming that "If these guards were willing to lie after taking a bribe from the Jewish authorities, who is to say that they weren't lying to the Jewish authorities as well? The guards could easily have been bribed by this unknown third party (or a follower of Jesus) to allow the body to be taken."

     Well, let's consider the two competing hypotheses: (1) that the guards accepted a bribe to let someone steal the body, or (2) the guards did not accept such a bribe. On its face, Richard's claim appears to be plausible because they accepted a different bribe, but the initial plausibility is drastically reduced when we consider the nature of the two bribes. First, there is a massive disparity in bribing power between the fishermen from Galilee and the Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin "gave the soldiers a large sum of money" (Matthew 28:18) while the group of disciples let alone a sole actor as Richard wants us to believe could not have afforded anything close. 

     Second, the "bribe" the soldiers accepted to lie to Pilate was a retroactive, desperate act of self-preservation. The body was missing, they had violated their orders, so the guards were faced with two choices. They could either tell Pilate a supernatural story he never would've believed and get put to death for lying to him, or tell Pilate a story he would believe: that the legion considered it beneath their Roman dignity to baby-sit some Jewish tomb, and they just fell asleep. At least the latter story would appeal to Pilate's Roman pride and would seem honest, thereby potentially sparing them the death penalty. The financial offer from the Sanhedrin did not speak to the guards' character; the guards had only two options, and they were all too happy to accept "a large sum of money" to tell Pilate a story that might not get them executed over a story that would certainly get them executed. They would have told Pilate the same even with no bribe at all. 

     But Richard's bribing-at-the-tomb hypothesis is nothing like that. Bribing the legion while they guarded the tomb would have required the legion to knowingly and voluntarily abandon their post when they had no prior motive to do so. That would be harder than bribing an American solider to let you into a nuclear facility today. As loyal as our soldiers are, the Romans believed the Emperor was a god, and it is untenable to conclude that the entire squad would knowingly and voluntarily violate that sacred duty just because of some modest financial offering by a lone disciple. 

     Given the relative implausibility of the guards accepting that kind of a bribe, we would need strong evidence to conclude that the guards accepted a bribe to abandon their post (hypothesis 1) over the conclusion that they did not (hypothesis 2). Hell, I'd settle for any positive evidence. But hypothesis 1 has zero direct evidence. If hypothesis (1) is correct, the guards never told a soul about it, nor did the thieves, nor did the conspiracy ever come to light. Hypothesis (2) has positive evidence from Mathew's record and is highly plausible for the reasons stated in the above paragraph. Therefore, hypothesis (2) is the clear winner. The soldiers guarding the tomb would not have accepted such an offer; thus, any variation on the theft hypothesis is automatically disproven. 

      But let's indulge Richard's imagination anyway. Even if the guards weren't there, the theft would have to be a conspiracy rather than a lone effort because the tomb was blocked by a massive stone disc. (Matthew 27:60, Luke 24:2, John 20:1) The stone was so large that three women could not move it by themselves. (Mark 16:3) Dr. William Lane Craig explains: "Archaeological discoveries have revealed three different types of rock tombs used in Jesus' time, [including the] bench tomb, in which.... the tomb was sealed with a stone slab to keep out animals. In an expensive tomb, a round, disc-shaped stone could be rolled down a slanted groove and across the door of the tomb. Although it would be easy to close the tomb, it would require several men to roll the stone back up the groove to open it. Only a few tombs with such disc-shaped stones have been discovered in Palestine, but all of them date from Jesus' day." (The Son Rises, 56) All four gospels agree that the bench tomb was used, and the bench tomb is exactly what we would expect to be owned by a wealthy, prominent member of the Sanhedrin like Joseph. Therefore, the burial of Jesus in a bench tomb is highly plausible and has strong direct evidence. 

      In response to my claim that the "thieving disciples" hypothesis requires that they were the biggest hypocrites and sneakiest deceivers the world has ever known, Richard says "This problem is based on the assumption that all of Jesus' disciples were involved in the theft. However, it is entirely possible that at least one (out of as many as seventy) of Jesus' followers would have been motivated to steal the body of Jesus in an act of pious fraud. After all, if Jesus had proclaimed that he would be killed and rise again, then his followers would have been particularly motivated to create the appearance that their leader had indeed been vindicated." 

      Aside from requiring us to conclude, against the evidence, that the guards were not present, Richard's modified thieving disciple hypothesis has additional problems. First, that all four gospels were innocently duped into thinking the disciples did not understand that he was to rise from the dead; if they were correct in this matter, then the disciples had no motive to steal the body. Alternatively, if the gospel writers intentionally lied, then we have four more conspirators and the lone actor theory is defeated. Second, the theft could not be a lone actor because several men were needed to unseal the stone tomb and steal the body. Third, these pious Jewish conspirators would not touch a dead body on Passover because that would prevent them from sharing in the Passover meal (Numbers 19:11). Fourth, John personally discovered Jesus' burial clothes neatly wrapped in the tomb (John 20:6-7). That's not the work of a hasty thief. Of course we could conclude that John was in on the conspiracy, but that only adds another conspirator. And what about Paul? According to Richard, Paul was not even aware of the empty tomb; but if that's true, then what caused Paul to just randomly start having these hallucinations when he was not even a follower of Jesus? And what about Peter, who also testified that God raised Jesus from the dead (1 Peter 1:21)? If he wasn't a part of the conspiracy, and the tomb wasn't empty, why did he start magically experiencing hallucinations too? The lone actor hypothesis has been defeated, thus forcing Richard back into proving a conspiracy.

Ultimately, I claimed in my opening statement that the thieving disciples hypothesis violates Ockham's Razor because it requires seven unfounded assumptions. Richard then says, "Ockham's razor is applied when two competing explanations explain all the data equally well; in such a case, the explanation that requires the least ad hoc assumptions is judged to be most likely true. Yet David hasn't explicitly proposed a theory to compare the possibility of theft with--perhaps because supernatural explanations fail Ockham's razor every time."

      Richard's claim about supernatural explanations is a Red Herring. Regardless of why the tomb was empty, two competing explanations are simple: (1) some of the disciples stole the body, or (2) none of the disciples stole the body. Richard has zero positive evidence for the assertion that the disciples stole the body or even that anyone accused them of such (unless he is willing to concede the genuineness of the polemic in Matthew 27-28, which also requires him to concede that 1st century Jews recognized the empty tomb). Further, I demonstrated that both the lone thief and elaborate conspiracy hypotheses are implausible and not just because the soldiers would have prevented the theft. Given the relatively low plausibility and complete lack of positive evidence, why would anyone conclude that a disciple stole the body over the hypothesis that (regardless of why the body was missing) a disciple did not steal the body?

Where Does That Leave Us?

Despite offering four alternatives to the resurrection, none of the four are reasonably likely. Two of them were variants on the survival hypothesis, and I demonstrated that no rational person could ever believe Jesus survived the cross. Afterwards, I solidified the textual certainty that Mark like the other gospels believed that Jesus was buried in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea. Two of Richard's other options the theft and relocation hypotheses first require Richard to concede the tomb burial and to also concede the fact of the empty tomb. Even then, we saw that both hypotheses are implausible based on our background information, thus requiring strong direct evidence to overcome the initial improbability -- and yet, Richard offered no evidence for either. 

Richard's last hope is his "fifth" hypothesis in which he strenuously argues that Paul and Mark taught a resurrection that did not involve an empty tomb. Typically, non-Christians argue for a spiritual (rather than a bodily) resurrection, and in my first rebuttal I clearly demonstrated from the text that both Mark and Paul believed in the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ. However, I have not yet discredited the bizarre possibility that either man believed in a supernatural, bodily resurrection... that nevertheless did not involve an empty tomb. In my third rebuttal, I will do exactly that, presenting textual evidence that Mark and Paul believed in a transformation of our own bodies thus requiring an empty tomb in addition to circumstantial evidence that the tomb was in fact empty (as two of Richard's hypotheses require us to assume anyway). Finally, I will show that even when we view Richard's arguments in the light most favorable to him, the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ is still the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb. 
1 -- This title thanks to Christian Professor J.P. Moreland who entitled his own rebuttal to atheist Kai Nielsen in the same way in the debate "Does God Exist?"
Is He Risen?
Reply to David Margolis

by Richard Spencer


1. Introduction
Overall, my impression of David's reply is poor. The reasons for this impression will become clear; among them, I find that David rarely addresses the actual points I made, incessantly attacks strawmen (claiming I said things I clearly didn't), and quotes out of context. To save space and address as many of his comments as I can, I will proceed in a point-counterpoint style. Any objections of his I do not address I either find irrelevant or too weak to merit reply.

2. Miracles and the Historic Method
Richard begins by observing that, 'if one wanted to demonstrate that Jesus rose from the dead, history is the wrong tool to use.'  It is an allegedly historical event, so we can only wonder which tool Richard would find more preferable?
A supernatural, bodily resurrection (SBR) is unassailable as an article of faith.
[We are forced] to conclude a priori before considering a shred of evidence -- that no reasonable person would ever believe in the resurrection. 
This is not what I ask. Without evidence of the supernatural, a reasonable person will not come to historic conclusions requiring supernatural explanations. David tirelessly avoids this problem. Before we can conclude that SBR is probable, we must first demonstrate that it is possible. I am not asking for  a priori conclusions; I simply wish to establish a proper historic methodology before examining evidence. 
Richard tasks me with proving by a 100 percent certainty that the resurrection occurred. 
I've not asked for this. I have only claimed that if David wishes to prove the existence of the supernatural by eliminating natural explanation for an event, then he must eliminate all natural explanations completely. As Sherlock Holmes said, "First, eliminate the impossible, and whatever is left, no matter how improbable, is your answer." 
I find it amazing that Richard refers to miracles as the 'most improbable' of events. Where does this probability come from?
By definition. If it could be shown that the event was or is probable, then it wouldn't be a miracle. If David wishes to defend a different definition of miracle, then he should provide one.
Richard's reasoning is especially puzzling given that he told us in an earlier paragraph that 'we must be given some method for determining the probability of supernatural causation. However, I know of no such method.' Apparently, however, he has now devised a method and this unknown method tells us in advance that the probability of a miracle occurring must be lower than the probability of any other event, no matter how absurd.
David is merely confuting the definitions of supernatural and miraculous. I have asked David how to quantify the probability of a supernatural resurrection; i.e., how do we tell the difference between 49, 50, and 51 percent probability in this case? He has not told us.
My opening statement assumes a basic analogy of past experience with present. My opening statement assumes a basic analogy of past experience with present. Do we have past experience with crucifixions in ancient Roman history? Thousands of them.
This statement is rather puzzling--have we ever experienced a Roman crucifixion? I haven't. 
How many people survived crucifixion, for example? 
This question is misleading. People were left on their crosses until they died. That was the whole point: long death that sometimes lasted days. Accordingly, it was quite common for people to be alive only six hours after crucifixion--the time Jesus was taken down. 
Or how many crucified (or otherwise executed) Jews went left unburied? Those events are almost unprecedented, making their initial probability under Richard's analysis very low.
The method of burial varied depending on the circumstances of the crucifixion: David should know this.  
Richard's statement that the evidence must be "proportional" to the claim suggests that extraordinary evidence equals identical evidence. 
This is clearly not what I suggested. "Proportional" does not mean "identical."

In Richard's words, "the evidence...must be as spectacular as the event itself." The only kind of evidence for the resurrection that fits that definition would be another resurrection. But a second resurrection would be an extraordinary claim requiring a third resurrection to validate the second, a third to validate the fourth, etc. His methodology cleverly prevents anyone from believing in the resurrection regardless of the evidence.
David is drawing an absurd conclusion based on a terrible interpretation of my claim. He does raise an interesting question though--namely, what evidence could justify reasonable belief in an SBR? I anticipate that David will ask me this in our Q&A time, so I will wait to address this question until then.

Besides, the claim that Alexander the Great conquered the known world by the time he was 33, is extraordinary. The claim that 3,000 years ago, the ancient Greeks had representative democracy, women's rights, an advanced aquifer system, and beautiful literature housed in libraries, is really extraordinary. What evidence would be "proportional" to those extraordinary claims? Assuming we don't have such evidence, then we must reject their historicity -- or else commit the Fallacy of Special Pleading.
We must be clear that a distinct line cannot be drawn between extraordinary and ordinary events--these exist on a continuum. The evidence required to establish the examples David gives is high, but we have it. We also see here a sloppy tactic David repeats: Trying to pigeonhole my arguments into logical fallacies. However, even if my arguments fit into the fallacy he forces them into (which they don't), this does not absolve David from addressing my conclusions. Logic deals only with the validity of an argument, not the truth of the conclusion.
So Richard wants to begin the debate with a series of stacked presuppositions. 
In a way, yes. This is not because I am trying to stack the deck in my favor, but because the odds were against David from the beginning. He asks us to evaluate the resurrection like we do every other claim, but we shouldn't. David's methodology is deeply flawed. We don't evaluate all historic claims the same, and this is especially true for an alleged supernatural event.
He asks you to assume that (1) no miraculous event could ever be proven, in which case both of us -- not to mention every reader -- have wasted our time by discussing it, (2) that I must demonstrate the resurrection by a 100% probability, which is inconsistent with our debate resolution and seriously begs the question in favor of naturalism, (3) that I am required to defend Christianity in order to defend the resurrection, which I've shown to be unnecessary, (4) that a miracle is the most unlikely explanation for anything, which he can only know if he knows in advance that miracles never occur, and (5) that the only evidence sufficient to believe in any event must be substantially identical to the event itself, which forces us to reject the authenticity of any extraordinary, unique historical event. 
I never claim (1) or (2), I have not yet claimed (3), I have explained that (4) is true by definition--i.e., if the resurrection could be proven historically probable, it wouldn't be a miracle--and his evaluation of (5) is poor.

In my opening statement, I did not ask you to make any theological or methodological presuppositions. 
But he should have! David attempts to prove the resurrection historically, thus he should accept the methodological naturalism of the historic method, but he does not. 
I want you to allow the evidence to shape your philosophy, not the other way around. 
David and I agree every now and then. 

3. General Problems with the Resurrection
a person does not have to be a theist at all let alone a Christian theist to acknowledge the resurrection as a historical event.
David is playing word games. I'm not asking that he defend Christianity, just his source of supernatural causation (he believes it's the Christian God, hence my phrasing). David must give us evidence of the existence of the supernatural before acting as though the likelihood of an event's cause being either supernatural or natural is 50/50.
Richard's logic suggests that everyone (i.e. our Founding Fathers) born prior to the advent of cameras and telephones was a born sucker... within Richard's methodological framework, his hypothesis that the Greco-Roman world would have blindly accepted the resurrection is false. 
I merely pointed out that skepticism was a great deal more rare in those days than now, and one's ability to check a claim was far more limited. I am not insisting that these people would never have checked the facts, but since dubious premises produce dubious conclusions, David's argument cannot assume that they did.
Christianity radically departed from the previous beliefs of either group. 
No, it radically combined the two beliefs of each group, thus creating many of the conflicts of the early church.
Richard himself testifies to the unwillingness of the Greco-Roman world to just blindly accept Christian claims without good evidence by citing the ancient skeptic Celsus, who bitterly argued against the merits of Christianity. 
Celsus was a single individual who does not represent the uneducated masses among whom Christianity originally spread. 

In Richard's opinion, another problem with the resurrection of Jesus is that 'As narrated in the gospels, the crucifixion of Jesus is a very public event, but his resurrection is a very private one, but why is this so? If Jesus' resurrection was truly a historic event, we would expect evidence of that event to be available to all people in all places at all times. We might even expect the risen Jesus to appear to those who would have held contempt towards him during his life such as the Jews and Romans who allegedly put him to death, not just his followers.' Richard's argument appears to go like this: 'If I was resurrected, I would have appeared before my enemies. Jesus did not do this. Therefore, Jesus was not resurrected.'
One can easily see this is not my argument. I never present any such syllogism. I merely made an observation that is compatible with my theory, and asked David to account for it on his. Yet he never does. 
Simply because Richard feels that Jesus should have done things differently is irrelevant to the question of what actually happened. 
This is true, but I've not claimed otherwise; I have only asked David to account for the peculiarity of this observation on his theory, but again, he hasn't. The observation continues to fit my theory far better than David's.
Richard further postulates that 'If Jesus' resurrection was not a historic event, we would expect appearances of the risen Jesus to be limited his followers. It is the latter kind of resurrection attestation we find, not the former.' Again we see the No True Scotsman Fallacy
This is not a fallacy; I present no argument. Again, this observation fits my theory, but David has not accounted for it on his. 

Jesus' appeared over a time period of 40 days (Acts 1:3) and in many locations. He appeared to Mary Magdalene and the other Mary at the tomb itself (Matthew 28:8-9), to the disciples on a mountain in Galilee (Matthew 28:16-20), inside a house (John 20:19-23) and then in the same house a week later (John 20:26-29), to Paul outside the town of Damascus (Acts 9), to two disciples just outside the village of Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35) and to the rest of the disciples when they reached the village (Luke 24:37-49). Jesus' appearances span a six week period in half a dozen different locations.
First, these appearances cannot all be reconciled. Also, they still fit my statement: Jesus only allegedly appeared to his followers in a small part of the Middle East for a short period of time. 

Regarding the ascension, Richard "can think of no good reason that Jesus would not remain on Earth to be seen by members of subsequent generations. It is not at all evident that Jesus had any urgent business to attend in Heaven." Again we see the No True Scotsman Fallacy. Simply because Richard is unable to fathom why Jesus wouldn't stick around on Earth so that no one could ever deny His glory, doesn't mean the events did not transpire in exactly the way that the Bible tells us. 
Again we see David refuse to account for my observation on his theory. He instead tries to pigeonhole my observation into a fallacious argument I never make. It remains true that these observations fit my theory far better than David's.

The ascension is a major theme throughout the book of Acts in which it is found. (Acts 1:6-12, 2:33, 3:21, and 7:55) Moreover, the ascension is independently testified to by Paul (Ephesians 2:6, 4:8-10, 1 Timothy 3:16, Colossians 3:1), and Peter (1 Peter 3:22) and the unknown author of the book of Hebrews (Hebrews 1:13, 6:20). Jesus even foretold his ascension when he told his captors "You will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven." (Mark 14:62, Matthew 26:64, Luke 22:69) Rather than some convenient after-thought or matter of "historic necessity, " the ascension is a major theme recorded in nine different books throughout the New Testament that were all written before the ascension story was recorded in Acts. 
David faces serious problems here. All of the verses he lists, with the exception of the actual ascension narrative in Acts 1, speak only of Christ at the right hand of God (which is nonsense when taken literally). Moreover, all of the verses David lists demonstrate that the earliest Christians did not imagine an intermediate tarrying on earth between Jesus' resurrection and ascension--it was originally thought of as one act of God. Just try finding resurrection appearances in those verses!

Richard then poses an entirely different objection to Jesus' ascension, claiming that "it makes sense only on the erroneous picture of the cosmos imagined by those alive at the time the claim was made…" Amusingly sarcastic commentary follows, after which Richard concludes that the ascension is "part of a legend of the resurrection created by people who possessed an anachronistic view of the cosmos." Remember all of his presuppositions from the introduction? Here he tries to smuggle in another one: that God and heaven are visually detectable. 
I do not suppose that God and heaven are visually detectable; David has failed to mention my question "at which point during his ascension did he decide it was acceptable to return to his transcendental spirit realm?" but it clearly accounts for the potential invisibility of God and heaven, thus falsifying David's claim. 

If Paul's teaching is "not logically consistent, " and not "coherent, " then no inferences can fairly be drawn about which type of resurrection body Paul preached. Thus, Richard's later conclusions about Paul's teachings on the resurrection are nothing more than an arbitrary Appeal to Ignorance! 
Discussing what Paul thought about the resurrection is not dependent upon Paul producing logically coherent doctrine. Ultimately, David does not account for any of my general problems with the resurrection; he just plays rhetorical games. 

4. The Resurrection and Pagan Influence
For all David's efforts, in this section he severely misses the thrust of my argument. I intended to discuss the pagan notions of dying-and-rising gods only to prove that the idea existed, and thus it would not be surprising to find another comparable legend. I wanted to demonstrate proof of concept, not proof of plagiarism. As we will see in examining David's response, he has not produced any legitimate rebuttal to my position.
The borrowing hypothesis forces critics to choose between two unlikely explanations: (1) the New Testament writers borrowed consciously that is, they fraudulently misrepresented the facts about Jesus, or (2) they borrowed unconsciously and were innocently oblivious to their borrowing. Richard argues for (2), but a simple question immediately deflates his argument: if the parallels are strong and obvious like Richard suggests in Section 4, then how could all nine New Testament writers be totally ignorant that they borrowed them? 
I do not argue specifically for the "borrowing hypothesis" David alleged I do. I have simply claimed that Christianity did not form in a vacuum; we can reasonably expect that the earliest Christians were the products of their culture just as we are the product of ours. The ideas were in the air and were not necessarily considered to be the exclusive property of one religion. When one group adopted or adapted a previous view, they did not consider themselves to be "borrowing;" rather, they believed they genuinely owned their views--attributing them to divine revelation, often in the form inspired readings of scripture. Thus David's question does not deflate my argument, it only shows he has not understood it.
At least one kind of difference -- the respective dates of composition is so dramatic that it completely dispels any notion of borrowing. Most of Richard's arguments in this section rely on similarities found in manuscripts that appear only after the advent of Christianity.… But even when one event precedes another, it would be a Post Hoc Fallacy to assume borrowing unless the connection is especially strong.
David responds predictably--by claiming the influence worked in the opposite direction. David refers to "dates of composition," when he should refer to "date of attestation." Though attestation to pagan precedents often dates to the Common Era, and thus we cannot prove that they existed before then, one can reasonably suppose many had. At the very least, we cannot rule the possibility out. Regardless, many of the similarities I describe date definitively before the Common Era; for example:
The story of the goddess Inanna descending to the underworld, being hung on a stake, and resurrecting is found on cuneiform tablets inscribed around 1500 B.C.E. All these things are said of Jesus: In Ephesians 4:9, Jesus is said to descend to the lower parts of the earth; the Biblical word translated "cross" is the Greek word stauros, which literally means stake; and Jesus is said to have risen. Furthermore, Inanna's lover Tammuz died after Inanna's resurrection; we find this death lamented in Ezekiel 8:14, thus we know that Jews were familiar with and influenced by tales of resurrected deities centuries before Christianity began. 
Even Pinchas Lapide, an orthodox Jewish scholar who has accepted the historicity of Jesus' resurrection, has admitted that Jesus' resurrection must be admitted to be unoriginal. As quoted by Wells, Lapide states, there were "deities, heroes, philosophers, and rulers who, all long before Jesus, suffered and died and rose again on the third day (59, 1988)."
Jews were strictly forbidden from taking pagan wives (Ezra 10:10, Nehemiah 13:27). Dying in a pagan country was a curse (Amos 7:17). Until the holy temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., pagans were not even allowed inside! (Lamentations 1:10) Staying away from pagan gods is among the most frequently discussed topics in the entire Hebrew Bible, with approximately 260 references. Many of these prohibitions are found in times in which the Jewish people were integrated with other cultures, meaning the Jews had no problem co-existing with other cultures but keeping their theology out. The NT also confirms that Jews do not associate with pagans like the Samaritans. (John 4:7-9)
In several places, like this one, David refers to Old Testament prohibitions against paganism as if this meant no Jews would ever be influenced by them. This is absurd. The very reason these prohibitions were made is that the Jews were so apt to being influenced by paganism! I find it laughable that David implies the Jews would not have defected from their religion when David is himself a Jew who has defected from his religion. David continues to act as if Hellenistic Judaism was nonexistent and that only Orthodox Judaism abounded. The reality is that in the first century A.D., there was no such thing as Orthodox Judaism, and many Jews were heavily influenced by a variety of pagan beliefs. Kirby paraphrases Price: "As for the insularity of Jewish culture, that's nonsense: Jewish synagogues have images of Zeus and Attis."

The evidence against pagan influences in Jewish theology is strengthened even more when we consider the Dead Sea Scrolls. Discovered in 1948, the scrolls reveal that the Hebrew Bible has remained the same, almost word for word, for over 2, 000 years since before the time of Christ. (Burrows, How Archaeology Helps the Student of the Bible, 304)
It is obvious that David has not studied the Dead Sea Scrolls; they are actually a great place to see the way that pagan ideas shaped the way certain Jewish sects, like the Essenes, believed. Furthermore, it appears David is repeating the weak argument of McDowell who relies on Burrows. This type of amateur research becomes David's trademark. 

It's true that eating good meals and dunked in water were practices pre-existing the New Testament
Pagans didn't just partake in "good meals;" these meals were rituals in which participants consumed elements that represented the god's body and blood. Even David admits this (see below). The rituals of baptism were also symbolic of partaking in the death and resurrection of the pagan savior. 
"Moreover, I challenge the veracity of Richard's first assertion as I note he avoids listing any examples"
I do not know why David claims this; he immediately follows this statement by saying "Ultimately, Richard offers us only two supposed parallels"
Because I don't recall Jesus becoming a wrestling champion nor showering in a bull's blood, I see no real parallels here between Mithras and Jesus. 
Again, we see David replying in exactly the way I claimed is common for apologists. If they don't argue over dates, they deny the parallel. Yet, in this case, the parallel is clear. Mithras shed the blood of the bull, and his followers were washed in its blood. In Christianity, Christians are washed in the blood of the lamb. 
Mithraic scholars admit that "At present our knowledge of both general and local cult practice in respect of rites of passage, ceremonial feats and even underlying ideology is based more on conjecture than fact." 
At this point in David's reply, we begin to see utterly childish behavior on his behalf. This is the first of many quotes David pulls directly from the essays of J.P. Holding at www.tektonics.org, yet he never gives Holding any credit--he only copies his citations. I don't know what they call that in law school, but in high school it was called plagiarism. This particular quote is from only one scholar who was apparently speaking about the exact meaning of the bull-slaying scene and its continuity with the ancient form of Mithraism that had existed in Iran. 
Another ancient Greco-Roman scholar says there is "no death of Mithras, " and so of course no resurrection in a Jewish sense to celebrate. 
Another direct rip from Holding--and no one is claiming that Mithras died, so I don't see David's point. 
Richard had earlier claimed that Attis castrated himself and bled to death, but now he changes it to crucifixion; what gives? Anyway, I discovered zero evidence for Richard's new claim that Attis was crucified and raised three days later. 
The connection is simple. In Attis worship, which predates Christianity in the Roman Empire by nearly 200 years, the sacred tree symbolized the tree under which Attis castrated himself. As attested in Firmicus Maternus' The Error of Pagan Religions, Attis is actually portrayed as crucified to the tree. As David states, Firmicus dates after the advent of Christianity, so we cannot prove that Attis was always considered crucified, but we don't need to. The death of the god was connected with the tree even if not necessarily to the tree; as trees undergo seasonal death and rebirth, they were symbols of death and resurrection. In any case, if tree-attachment was a later addition to the cult of Attis followers adopted from Christianity, why didn't Firmicus just say so?
In a study devoted entirely to the subject of soteriology in the Attis cult, James Frazer finds no "explicit statements about the prospects open to the mystai of Cybele and Attis" and "little basis in the documents in our possession" for the idea of "a ritual containing a symbology of death and resurrection to a new life." 
A third steal from Holding. And what does he say? That Attis followers didn't observe a ritual parallel to the eucharist. But again, I never claimed this.  
Further, Sfameni Gasparro tells us the sources show an evolution in the Attis cult in response to Christianity. And A.T. Fear, in an essay devoted entirely to this subject concludes, based on the dated evidence, that the beliefs of the Attis cult similar to Christianity "seem to have been provoked by a need to respond to the challenge of Christianity."
Our fourth and fifth examples of plagiarism--but David still isn't addressing claims I made.

Even secular professor G.W. Bowersock is angered that these stories are "exploited by exegetes of the New Testament in a curious way" as their sources are "assumed to provide reliable evidence about an otherwise unknown rite" which is then "assumed to have pre-dated Jesus!" Remarking on the advancement of this hypothesis, Bowersock calls it "a reckless way to handle evidence that belongs indisputably to a time at least a century or so after the life of Jesus." 
Of all David's plagiaristic endeavors, this is the most pathetic. Again, David pulls from a Holding essay, but this time it is completely out of context! Bowersock is referring not to "these stories" as David claims, but only to the claim that Dionysus turned water into wine before Jesus! David is literally lying here! I am insulted by David's dishonesty, and, to be honest, I think he has a lot of growing up to do. 
it seems Richard has Quoted Out of Context. The full passage reveals Celsus' point: 
I would like to apologize for the Celsus quote I chose--what I quoted was a paraphrasing of Celsus from an epigraph that I mistook for a quote. However, David's objection is valid only to half of the paraphrasing; the unoriginality of Christian teaching was a point reiterated constantly by Celsus.
Richard's use of Martyr's "First Apology" backfires immediately. Martyr's next paragraph specifically lists the men that Christ supposedly imitated. He lists Zeus, Bellerophon, Perseus, Heracles, and Asclepius. Note that he does not list the ones Richard did: Osiris, Attis, and Mithras. Thus, Marty's "First Apology" reveals that no significant parallels between Jesus and Osiris/Attis/Mithras were alleged in 140 A.D. when Martyr wrote.
David is playing games. Justin is referring specifically to the sons of Jupiter (a Roman god, so naturally he wouldn't mention the Egyptian Osiris, the Persian Mithras, or the Phrygian Attis) who were reputedly born of virgins. It is obvious that Justin does not prove what David claims.

There we have direct refutation of Richard's "Attis was crucified" claim. 
Is David confused? Here he claims that Justin refutes something I said about Attis, yet he has just claimed that Justin wasn't talking about Attis!
Overall, my point with Celsus and Justin still stands. Early Christian apologists were in the best position to refute the claims that legends of pagan saviors were influences upon Christianity, yet they never argued that the Christian story came first! Their only claim was that evil demons inspired the earlier accounts, and this presupposes the pagan myths were indeed earlier.
5. Examining the Historic Evidence
Assuming that the information is unreliable simply because a name isn't listed in the original document is a form of the Genetic Fallacy. 
This is not true. The Genetic Fallacy requires knowing the source of information, but my entire point in highlighting the anonymity of the gospels is to demonstrate that we don't know their source.
the original readers clearly knew who wrote them, or their authenticity would've been rejected. 
The authenticity of all the canonical documents was debated. Many early readers did reject the authenticity of the four canonical gospels.
The unsigned nature of the gospels confirms that the authors were not seeking fame, fortune, or power.
Considering that the gospels are all written with clear theological agendas, it is obvious that their authors were seeking to shift power in their faction's favor. Also, imagining that the gospel authors desired anonymity is consistent with my proposal--that they weren't eyewitness after all!
The so-called Gospel of Thomas was written 150 years after the New Testament and it's nothing more than a sayings gospel; there is zero narrative so we wouldn't expect the resurrection to be recorded there. 
David's treatment of Thomas is worthless; no one dates it 150 years after the NT. The latest dates are mid-second century--only 50 years after the common dates for the NT. However, many scholars contend that Thomas was written at the same time, if not before, the canonical gospels. And, as I said in my opening statement, Jesus said things after his resurrection, so we might expect a sayings gospel to record them. Also, Mark records the resurrection even though David likewise calls it a sayings gospel.

He brazenly assumes that (1) a mystical Q document exists
No, I distinctly called it a hypothetical document. 
(2) that it does not mention the resurrection, and (3) that this document was the source for the synoptic gospels. Richard offered no evidence for any of the three. 
I am not arguing for Q's existence. I assumed a basic familiarity with the Q hypothesis (which includes (2) and (3)) and made my statements accordingly.
5.2.1. The Meaning of Mark's Empty Tomb
In Section 4, Richard himself showed how dissimilar Osiris' death is from Jesus'.  I find no evidence of the "third day" stuff, either.  
Evidence of "the third day stuff" is found in the citation I gave for my quote from a book that David owns. (David might find research is more productive than plagiarizing internet articles.) Specifically, Plutarch provides the only preserved complete account of Osiris' tale, but its similarity to more ancient fragments confirms that Plutarch records much older traditions. In Plutarch's account, Osiris is killed on the seventeenth of the month and rises on the nineteenth of the month.
Regardless, "Close examination of this story shows that it is very different from Christ's resurrection. Osiris did not rise; he ruled in the abode of the dead... he will never again come among the living. This revived god is in reality a 'mummy' god." The mummified Osiris was hardly an inspiration for the resurrected Christ... as Yamauchi observes... 'It is a mistake to equate the Egyptian view of the afterlife with the biblical doctrine of resurrection.' To achieve immortality the Egyptian had to meet three conditions: First, his body had to be preserved by mummification. Second, nourishment was provided by the actual offering of daily bread and beer. Third, magical spells were interred with him." 
I'm losing count of how many times David has plagiarized from Holding's essays. In any case, we still see similarities: Osiris reigns in the realm of the dead just as Jesus sits at God's right hand as judge of the dead. Furthermore, David quotes a scholar admitting a pagan precedent for the eucharist! Followers of Osiris ritualistically observed the consummation of bread and beer because both elements are made from grain, and Osiris was the grain god—bread and beer were Osiris' body and blood! David, can you say "whoops"? 

Richard's argument is self-defeating: was Mark's gospel for pagans or for Jews? Pagans would not have thought of and/or been un-persuaded by Jewish Scripture. Jews would have been unaware of and/or disgusted by references to pagan beliefs. 
Again, David grossly characterizes the Jews and Gentiles of the time. There were many Jews adopting pagan practices, and many Gentiles were attracted to the rich heritage of Jewish monotheism. Mark's gospel would have appealed to both of these groups. 
The false assumption in the Isis argument is that Mark would have denied his own Jewish beliefs, which gave women virtually no credibility, for the sake of transvaluing some pagan myth. 
David here refers back to his argument that women wouldn't be recorded as the first witnesses to the empty tomb if the event weren't historical. I have replied to this claim elsewhere, but in regard to Mark, we should note that Mark doesn't record the women testifying to the empty tomb. Also, the gospels are inconsistent about the women's intention in going to the tomb. Matthew does not record that they intend to anoint Jesus' body--they couldn't have gotten past the guards. Also, John claims that Jesus had already been anointed, thus he also omits the intentions of Mary to anoint Jesus.
Richard requires us to assume that (1) 1 Corinthians pre-dates Mark 
Nearly all NT scholars believe this.

(2) by a sufficient time to allow it to circulate all the way from Corinth into Mark's hands. Then we must assume that (3) Mark relied on its theological teachings about the resurrection. 
I do not claim that Mark got his understanding of the resurrection from Paul. My argument was simply that Mark and Paul might have held the same doctrine of the resurrection.

Mark's analogy involves replacing one thing with another (an old temple and a new temple), not adding a second temple while the first temple still exists. 
Yes! That's exactly it. Jesus cast off his old body and received a new, heavenly body.
Under Richard's exegesis of Paul, our old body is not destroyed per se; we simply acquire a new, spiritual body. 
No! That's not it at all. Our old body is destroyed: It dies and rots away.
That the verb translated as "wearing" (Greek: "periballo") is nowhere else used in Mark only makes me more skeptical of Richard's fanciful exegesis: he wants us to interpret periballo in a way that radically departs from its plain meaning even though there is no precedent for Mark doing so.
David has poorly evaluated my claim. He should read it again. The fact that Mark brackets Jesus' arrest and resurrection with an anonymous young man who mysteriously runs away naked at Jesus' arrest, and then uses the same terminology (that appears no where else in Mark's gospel) for another anonymous young man in the tomb wearing a white robe seems to be an intentional sign from Mark to infer that the young man symbolized Christ's death and resurrection (and perhaps our ability to partake in it).

"It is uncertain to what extent Orphism can be thought of as a unified spiritual movement." (Howatson, The Concise Oxford Companion to Classical Literature). Therefore, it would be folly to presume to speak authoritatively as to what Orphism even taught. 
On this logic, we also can't presume to know anything about what Protestant Christianity involves! 
Finally, the Greek noun "mnemeion" (tomb) does not appear to be translated as a metaphor anywhere else in the Bible or in secular Greek history. 
Actually, the word mnemeion is defined as "any visible object for preserving or recalling the memory of any person or thing," thus operating as metaphoric representation for whatever it preserved the memory of.  

Regardless of whether verses 9-20 are non-Markan, it couldn't have been Mark's desired ending. Indeed, it is impossible to think so; if the women never told anyone what happened, then Mark would never have learned about it in the first place! 
There are many ways to imagine that 16:8 was Mark's desired end, and the objection that Mark wouldn't have found out about the empty tomb ignores the possibility that Mark invented it. At this point, we see the careless evaluation of my position David repeatedly demonstrates. David doesn't ask, "on Richard's theory, how would one account for X?" Instead, he seems to say, "Because X is absurd on my theory, it must be absurd on Richard's too." It doesn't appear that David even tries to understand my position; he just ignorantly mentions incompatibilities in our positions as if that somehow makes valid objections to my theory.  
5.1. Paul and the Resurrection
Equally likely is that Paul does not distinguish in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 between Jesus' appearances to him and to the other disciples because Jesus' appearances in that passage were all bodily, not merely visionary.
No, this is not equally likely. It is unmistakably clear from Galatians 1 that Jesus appeared to Paul in a vision, not bodily.
The passage specifically says that Jesus was "thaptoo", which is used in all ten other instances in the Bible to refer to a literal burial of a physical body. (Thayer's Greek Lexicon) Why would Paul bother to mention the literal, physical burial if he did not mean that Christ's body had been "raised, " and consequently, that the burial site was empty? 
This is silly. We cannot infer what kind of resurrection Paul envisioned based on what kind of burial he proclaimed.       
Paul's letters (1 Corinthians 11:24-26, 1 Timothy 15:18-19) contain Jesus' words, verbatim, from the gospel of Luke (22:19-20, 10:7). What was Paul's source if not the risen Jesus? 
First, 1 Timothy isn't considered an authentic Pauline letter by a large number of scholars today. As Burton Mack observes in Who Wrote the New Testament, 1 Timothy was not included among Marcion's list of Pauline letters (140 A.D.), it is not in the earliest manuscript collection of Paul's letters, quotations from it don't appear until Irenaeus' Against Heresies (180 A.D.), its language, style, and thought is thoroughly un-Pauline, and it seems fit to address the church situation of the mid-second century; accordingly, a dating for 1 Timothy between 100-150 A.D. is common. Second, Paul clearly states he received the quotation in 1 Corinthians from God, not Luke. And, as it turns out, the words quoted here are the only words Paul ever quotes of Jesus, yet we have already seen that there was at least one clear precedent (Osiris') for this eucharistic setting.

The Argument From Silence has persuasive value only when there are no other reasonable explanations for that silence. In [the case of the 500], there are reasonable explanations: Mark's gospel was a sayings gospel; it was not intended to evangelize, but simply to preserve Jesus' sayings. 
Yet earlier David claimed that sayings gospels didn't record narratives, but Mark clearly does.
By the time John's gospel was written, most of the 500 would have died. 
And this would stop John from recording this miraculous event because…?
Luke had no need to record these facts because Paul had already done so
Wouldn't this excuse apply for all the gospel writers? It doesn't answer the question.
a meticulous historian like Luke may have felt he lacked sufficient information about each of the 500 to justify making the claim. 
Meticulous historians name sources; Luke doesn't. 
And Matthew implicitly does refer to this event, by telling us that after his resurrection, Jesus told the women to tell all brothers not just the apostles to meet him on a mountain in Galilee (Matthew 28:10). 
Anyone who reads Matthew can see that he only pictured the eleven disciples on that mountain. 
any evidentiary value of this silence that remains is outweighed by Paul practically challenging the Corinthians to verify these events for themselves, by claiming that most of the 500 are still alive. If the Corinthians had any doubt, all they had to say was, "Oh yeah? Where can we interview them?" and Paul's credibility would have been shattered. 
This objection fails by ignoring Paul's teaching on the resurrection. If the Corinthians had asked the 500, "did you see the risen Jesus?" they would have said something like, "Yes, I saw him in a vision two years ago."
Paul's silence regarding the women could just as easily be interpreted to mean either (1) Paul knew its inclusion would be a stumbling block to the Jewish readers in Corinth, because women's testimony had no credibility to his readers, 
David really milks this argument dry. First, the church at Corinth would have been composed mostly of Gentiles, not Jews. Also, Paul is the one who states in Galatians that in Christ there is no male/female. Finally, in the same letter to the Corinthians, he mentions the church leader Priscilla who has a church in her home. David's speculation is absurd. 
(2) Paul simply did not know that women discovered the empty tomb. Jesus or for that matter, the apostles -- could have told Paul about his bodily resurrection without mentioning the fact that women discovered the empty tomb.
This is wild speculation. David admits the possibility that Paul didn't know about the women, yet he argues Paul knew about the empty tomb. However, Paul gives both the women and the empty tomb the same amount of attention--none! 

5.1.2. Paul and the Spiritual Body of Christ
We should begin from a position of skepticism when Richard claims that Paul, a Jewish Pharisee educated at the feet of the great Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) would ever deny the bodily resurrection. Even Richard's champion, atheist Richard Carrier acknowledges that "The Pharisees held adamantly to a belief in the literal resurrection of the body." Of course Paul's beliefs about Jesus differed from the Pharisees; might they have differed on the resurrection as well? No. 
I don't know why David repeatedly quotes from sources that do not support his position. Carrier has further stated:
In the very same passage where Paul says he was a zealous Pharisee, he immediately goes on to say he abandoned that sect entirely and regarded all its teachings as "rubbish" (Philippians 3:7-8), as things he has abandoned, literally "left behind," in exchange for the teachings of Christianity (Philippians 3:9-14), because of a powerful revelation that convinced him he was wrong and that he should take up a new teaching (Galatians 1:11-16; Acts 22:6-16), which involved adopting several beliefs exactly contrary to Pharisaic doctrines. (Carrier)

In fact, eight pages later in the same article David quotes, Carrier also states:

[T]hough Paul had been a Pharisee when he opposed Christianity, he had certainly abandoned that sect upon his conversion, and with most of its dogmas, such as circumcision, oral law, and even much of the Mosaic law. Abandoning these was a far more serious breach of faith and tradition for a Pharisee than adopting a two-body resurrection doctrine (which as we have seen was already acceptable to at least some Pharisees.). It follows that we cannot base our expectations of what Paul would have believed as a Christian on what we think Pharisees would have found acceptable. (116)

In this passage, Carrier refers back to the writings of Josephus where he tells us of his own belief in a two-body resurrection. Josephus also informs us that other Pharisees taught the soul "of good men crosses over into another body (112)." David is clearly wrong. 

Paul could not have taught a spiritual resurrection without denying the Hebrew Scripture. 
Yet no OT scripture teaches a distinctly physical resurrection--all of its references to resurrection are so vague that they are compatible with both one-body and two-body doctrines.

Richard's first point is that "Paul makes no distinction between his vision and appearances to the others, apart from when it happened (vv. 8, vs. 1-7). …It's true that Paul makes no distinction in this passage, but even by Richard's logic that could be interpreted to mean that Paul believed either (1) all of the appearances were strictly spiritual, or (2) all of the appearances were bodily, like the gospels tell us. Richard hastily assumes the first one. This point has no persuasive value one way or the other.
As we have seen, there is no reason to suppose (2) since Paul's experience was clearly visionary. 

First, Paul and the other NT writers clearly distinguish between visions and appearances in other passages. Paul himself had visions (2 Corinthians 12:1-7), the Greek word being optasia. Other believers had these optasia also (Acts 7:55-56, Revelation 1:10-11). What is the distinction between visions and appearances if it is not visual vs. physical? 
I do not see David's point here. The word Paul uses to say Jesus "was seen" is the Greek word "optanomai" which is clearly used to describe the seeing of heavenly things--including God himself (Mt. 5:8)! 

Second, visions are strictly internal, whereas the appearance to Paul had real manifestations in the world. The men with Paul both heard sounds and saw the light (Acts 9:3-8, 22:9).
The two references David lists are conflicting, and he is drawing from Acts which many scholars find to be nearly worthless for finding information of the historic Paul. In Paul's own account of the Damascus incident, he mentions no companions with him. 
I agree that 1 Corinthians 15:42 is based on the distinction in verse 40, but I see no reason to think the Jews believed "the sun, the moon, and the stars" (1 Cor. 15:41) were not material
Right! They did believe heavenly things were material, but they believed they were a different kind of material! David fails to make this distinction, and this failure becomes devastating to his critique. Very few of the ancients conceived of an immaterial spiritual world; most believed in a heavenly realm of different material.
I believe Paul's metaphor comparing our resurrection bodies to the solar bodies was plainly understood to mean that our resurrection bodies would be amazing but nevertheless physical/material. 
I do not deny that Paul taught a physical/material resurrection. I claim that Paul taught a resurrection of the spirit man into a new physical/material body made of the stuff the stars are made of.
Paul had just got done comparing our resurrection bodies to planted seeds that become something else. (1 Corinthians 15:36-37)  Then note the analogy: Paul is saying that, just like a seed becomes wheat, our bodies will be transformed into a better form. But wheat is material and physical, just like our resurrection bodies and just like Jesus' body. 
Again, I do not deny that Paul believed a resurrection body was a material thing. Consequently, the seed analogy is an excellent one to elaborate with. The point of the analogy is that the seed goes into the ground and dies, the outer shell is cast off, and the new wheat springs forth. In the resurrection, our current body is what goes into the ground and dies, we cast it off (it stays and rots), and we rise into a new resurrection body. This is exactly why Paul would have had no problem believing that the body of Jesus remained in the tomb and rotted--it was just the body Jesus had cast off! It would be like finding the old husk of a seed and saying the plant hadn't grown!

when Paul refers to the spiritual (pneumatikos) food and drink given in the desert to the Israelites (1 Corinthians 10:3-4), does Paul mean immaterial, intangible bread and water?
No! He was referring to food from heaven! This is perfectly consistent with the teaching that the resurrection body is not our earthly one, but one from heaven! Thanks for the help David. 
Paul does contrast Adam and Jesus, but the early manuscripts of vv. 49 read "And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so let us bear the likeness of the man from heaven, " supporting Dr. Craig's analysis. How could we bear his heavenly likeness now if his likeness is ethereal and ours is physical? 
David should read his sources more carefully: Carrier has addressed this very question in the article David quoted earlier while accounting specifically for the variant reading of the earliest manuscripts. The answer is obvious: Paul often refers to the process of resurrection metaphorically as already going on, as if to say, "conform yourselves now so that you will be conformed in the end (133)."

Also, I love how Richard cites Matthew and Luke for the proposition that our bodies shall be like the angels, even though he concedes that Matthew and Luke teach a bodily resurrection, thus requiring an empty tomb. 
I have also argued for Matthew and Luke's dependence on Mark, whom we have seen may have accepted the same two-body resurrection doctrine that Paul taught. Again, David attacks my position without considering it as a whole; he seems unable to place himself in my shoes and understand the theory I am offering. It is clear that David has not understood my position, thus I'm unsure that he is fit to critique it.
Paul is not addressing someone who may ask, "What is the body like?" Instead, he is addressing someone who might ask "How are the dead raised up?" (vv. 35) meaning "By what process will this occur?" 
David has got to be kidding! Just read the verse he cites! It reads: "But some will say, 'How are the dead raised up? And with what body do they come?'" David is unmistakably dead-wrong here.
As a side note, Richard adds that "None of these appearances [mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor. 3-7], in anything like the sequence Paul lists, is depicted in the four Gospels." Sequence? I think it's order of importance, not chronological order. 
David's exegesis is exceedingly sloppy. Paul is clearly giving us a sequence of events and not order of importance. For one thing, Paul lists himself last! Yet we know the appearance of Jesus to him was more important than the appearance to the anonymous 500! Further, the language Paul uses makes it clear that he is referring to temporal succession.  

if not by contact with the risen Jesus, how did Paul know that Jesus appeared to Peter, to James, and to the disciples if, as Richard says, those stories "had not yet been invented?"
David again seems incapable of interacting with my theory. Paul considered the appearances to Peter and James to be visionary--the stories of Jesus' physical appearance to them was the later invention! 
Ultimately, I could have ignored this entire section
Maybe he should have.
5.2. The Gospels and Their Legendary Development
The differences are highly significant to anyone else, however, as they provide positive/affirmative evidence that the gospel writers did not rely on each other as their source. 
The differences could also reveal, as I believe, that the gospel writers did not regard their sources as inerrant. 
5.2.2. The Embellishments in Matthew
Eye-witness to the angel's descent is unnecessary to infer what had happened… the women saw the effect (the stone was removed, and the angel was sitting on it); they did not need to see the angel descend and actually remove the stone (the cause) to draw the only reasonable inference. 
David apparently doesn't realize that I was primarily referring to the conversations among the guards and the Sanhedrin: a more serious problem he doesn't address. 
Richard's only basis for rejecting Matthew's account is that Matthew does not specifically name the Jews who believed this story.  But his argument is self-defeating: if the story was widespread, then why would we expect Matthew to name specific individuals who believed it?
This is not my basis for rejecting the authenticity of the polemic; this objection was raised only to point out the ambiguity of Matthew's claim. 
Besides, everyone agrees that Matthew is writing for an exclusively Jewish audience.  Don't you think his audience would have said, "This story isn't spreading among our people, what are you talking about?" 
No, they wouldn't have. By Matthew's time the story may well have been around. The question is whether or not it was around at the time Matthew alleged it originated.
Richard then wonders why, "If this story was widely known throughout the first century, do we see no sign of it anywhere else, either in the other Gospels or in the epistles?… Mark's gospel was designed to preserve Jesus' words for people who already believed; there was no need to preach to the choir. Likewise, Paul would have known this story, but all of his letters are written to churches and individuals who already believed in the resurrection; it was unnecessary to convince them that no one had stolen the body. Luke's silence on this matter is even easier: he wasn't Jewish, and therefore was not likely to be familiar with a story circulating in Aramaic that was being told only in Jewish circles.
I do not see that David has answered my question. At the very least, he has not given a response for the Gospel of John that was "written so that you might believe" and was later than Matthew. If Matthew's claim is authentic, then we can reasonably expect to find it addressed in John. 
if Luke and John relied in any way on Matthew, then Luke and John would have included Matthew's story about the guards which would have preempted the obvious counter that someone stole the body. Luke and John's silence as to the guards only undermines Richard's claim that they relied on the earlier gospels. 
The extent to which David attributes arguments to me that I never make is insidiously annoying. A basic familiarity with NT scholarship informs us that Matthew and Luke both relied on Mark, but wrote independently of each other. John's gospel was also written independently of Matthew.
his own introduction warns me that proving the resurrection does not prove the Christian explanation for that event. 
David makes this same claim when it serves his purposes! 
As for "why, " Isaiah (700 B.C.) and other prophets prophesized that the Messiah would be a light to the gentiles but rejected by the Jews. (Isaiah 6:9, 42:6, Psalm 118:22, etc.) 
But if this is applied universally, doesn't David, as a "Jew-turned-Christian," contradict this prophecy? And doesn't the guard's willingness to take the bribe do the same? I think so.

Rounding off this section on Matthew, now that we have seen David does not adequately defend the authenticity of the tomb guard, we also find David inadequately debunk my claim that Matthew used the book of Daniel in adapting Mark's story of the resurrection. He only questions Matthew's motive, but never shows that Matthew has not enhanced Mark's account with Danielic terminology. Consequently, David has done nothing to damage my critique of Matthew. 

5.2.3. The Embellishments in Luke-Acts
In addition to the evidence in my opening statement for the uncanny historical reporting in Luke's gospel, there are a whopping 84 facts in the last 16 chapters of Acts that have been confirmed by historical and archaeological research. (Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History) 
In keeping with David's plagiaristic tendencies, I'm nearly positive he is guilty here again. In his opening statement, David quotes from Geisler and Turek's I Don't Have Enough Faith to be an Atheist. In that book, the authors use Hemer's book to support the same conclusion, but both David and Turek/Geisler use his work poorly. We are not justified in trusting Luke as a historian simply because he can tell a story with believable geography. For this very reason, Hemer is much more timid in his book about drawing the types of conclusions David does. In short, Hemer would not claim that his work justifies David's argument. 
If Richard's strongest counter-example of "legendary embellishment" is a single episode confined to a few verses in one chapter that bares some vague resemblance to a Greek paradigm that also happens to be compatible with the Jewish theology (God testing our faith), then Richard's case for legendary development is weak indeed.
I chose to address the Road to Emmaus scene because no other gospel writers mention it, yet it bares extreme similarities to specific pagan myths such as the epiphany of Romulus. My sections on John and Luke were both significantly shortened because they were the two sections that remained to be written at the time David expressed to me his concern over the length of my opening statement. So, my critique of Luke is short as a favor to David, yet he wishes to criticize the extent to which I address Luke. Bravo David, bravo.
First, Richard's theory implies that Luke knowingly misrepresented the facts to fit his story (that he hadn't written yet); in short, he lied. But for what purpose or motive? 
Luke records the ascension in Jerusalem in the same chapter he records the resurrection. Furthermore, if Luke believed what he wrote, then his change to the words of Mark would have been to preserve the facts, not misrepresent them. 
Second, the multiple accounts are just as easily explained by Jesus instructing the women to meet him in Galilee and also reminding them of something he said while in Galilee; remember, Galilee is where Jesus spent most of his ministry. 
Even though David has admitted that many differences in detail cannot be reconciled in the gospels, when we find an example of one such account that threatens the alleged "historic core" to the resurrection narratives, David reverts to the desperate methods of scriptural inerrantists. The angel(s) at the tomb says one thing in Mark/Matthew, yet something different in Luke. David's solution is that the angel just said them both. I can't prove that this isn't the case, but David also can't prove that it is. In light of this, I believe my explanation of the discrepancy remains clearly more reasonable. 
The fulfillment of Matthew's version of Jesus' appearance is confirmed independently by John 21:2. 
The last chapter of John is often referred to as the Johannine Appendix because it has become largely recognized as a later addition to the gospel. One of the reasons given for the addition is to reconcile the resurrection appearances in Galilee with those in Jerusalem--with the addition of John 21, we have a gospel that records them both. It is often acknowledged that John was familiar with Luke's gospel, and before John 21, Luke and John both place all of Jesus' resurrection appearances in Jerusalem only.
5.2.4. The Embellishments in John
This story is found in the writings of Porphyry (Life of Pythagoras), which was not written until 270 A.D.!  If any borrowing occurred, it is easy to see in which direction it was. 
David's response does not account for the fact that John records the Pythagorean triangular number that would have predated the Christian story; thus it appears the Pythagorean story predates the Christian one despite the fact that our record of the story is preserved in a later source. 
6. Conclusion
Roman historian A.N. Sherwin-White states that for the core assertions of the gospels to be legendary, the rate of legendary accumulation would have to be "unbelievable." (Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 189) In fact, the writings of the Greek historian Herodotus enable us to test the rate at which legend accumulates; the tests show that "even the span of two generations is too short to allow legendary tendencies to wipe out the hard core of historical fact." (Ibid., 190)  Thus, the secular fact of the empty tomb could not have been legendary unless propagated after 113 A.D. let alone propagated in Jerusalem, where the event transpired.  
In David's concluding remarks, he slips this last argument in. However, it appears he has given us one last example of his citing-his-sources'-sources tactic. William Craig has used Sherwin-White's argument in this same way, and David appears to have taken his argument from Craig, thus falling victim to the same error of Craig. Specifically, Sherwin-White studies one case, and it doesn't appear his conclusions followed anyway. Carrier addresses this specific case in the same article David quoted earlier (p 168 ff.)

In David's rebuttal, we have seen his true colors. He manages to say a lot, though he says very little with any relevance to my argument. David would be hard pressed to say anything less direct. Furthermore, David told me that he had to edit 4,000 words out of the above response to fit our word limits; this means that we are dealing with the best 2/3 of the response David is capable of producing. Yet all he has produced is bad analogies, worse jokes, boring rhetorical games, and a host of strawmen. If this is the best David can do, chances are it's because he's wrong. Ultimately, even if my position is incorrect, David has failed to demonstrate that. Consequently, we have seen good reason to reject--yet no good reason to accept--the belief that a supernatural, bodily resurrection is the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.

Concluding Remarks on the Resurrection of Jesus
Final reply to David Margolis
By Richard Spencer
In David's second rebuttal, he tries to salvage his assertion that no natural explanation for the empty tomb story exists. In doing so, David does not appear to have provided sufficient explanations for the criticisms I raised; David neglects to address many of my more powerful criticisms of his argument (one need only read my first rebuttal to see what I mean) and David doesn't even successfully defend his position against the criticisms he does answer.
1. Was Jesus Crucified?
He also asserts, without citation, that "the views David express represent a small minority among modern scholars. It is the common opinion of mainstream scholars today that... Mark was the first one written, and that the other gospels relied on Mark for a great deal of their content; the common spread for their dates is 65-120 A.D. It is also often acknowledged that none of the gospels contain real eyewitness testimony." Richard arbitrarily throws out these dates while citing zero archaeologists who agree with him. 
I asserted this without citation because of our word limits and the fact that this is common knowledge. (In addition to at least 15 of the authors I've cited in my bibliography who date the gospels later than David, one could add, to name a few, Robert Eisenman, Helmut Koester and Elaine Pagels.) Mainstream scholars today date the gospels later than David does--end of story. 
We can quickly discredit his conclusion because the gospels are cited by both Ignatius (107 A.D.) and Clement of Rome (96 A.D.) 
To the contrary, Ignatius and Clement neither quote nor cite the gospels at any point (the authenticity of both Ignatius' letters and Clement is questionable anyway)1. In fact, because the gospels are not mentioned by either Clement or Ignatius, dating the writing of the gospels by their time is somewhat problematic.  
Eusebius (300 A.D.) and Irenaeus (175 A.D.) tell us Matthew was both written first and he was Matthew the disciple of Jesus. To that list I now add Tertullian (200 A.D.), who affirmed that Matthew was written prior to Mark. (Against Marcion, IV) I also add Origen (250 A.D.), whom Richard also quoted in his own opening statement: "The first [gospel] is written according to Matthew, the same that was once a tax collector, but afterwards an apostle of Jesus Christ... the second is according to Mark, who composed it, as Peter explained to him.... and the third, according to Luke, the gospel commended by Paul.... and last of all the gospel according to John." (Ecclesiastical History, VI, 25) The pre-Council of Nicea historians were absolutely, unequivocally unanimous in their view that Matthew preceded Mark and that the gospels were the product of the apostles. 
No one denies that the early church fathers believed the gospels were written fairly early by apostles. Operating on such an assumption, it would be natural for them to conclude that Matthew preceded Mark; the former is alleged to have been an eyewitness whereas the latter is not. The simple truth that David overlooks in uncritically accepting the testimony of these early fathers is that they were merely relying on tradition and were probably wrong. Besides, isn't it a little suspicious that Irenaeus is the earliest source David gives us for these conclusions, yet he's over a hundred years removed from the dates David sets for the gospels? What about these fathers makes these statements reliable? David hasn't told us. 
The unanimous testimony of the early church historians shows us three things. First, Matthew must be an independent source from Mark because Matthew was written first. Second, Richard's hypothesis that Matthew was a legendary development of Mark must be false for the same reason. Third, the gospels were written by the apostles or by their close acquaintances. Thus, the Principle of Embarrassment (PoE) is a valid argument for their reliability in general. 
David has not proven either three of these things. David hasn't given reason to accept the "unanimous testimony" of early church fathers on the priority of Matthew as reliable--and I don't think he could if he tried. Thus, David's first two points here are harmless. Third, I still maintain that the PoE is not valid when applied to the gospels for the reasons I have given previously. At most, the PoE functions as one piece of a larger cumulative case; since it is weak when standing alone, it should not function as one's entire, or even primary, argument. Since this is one of the main arguments David presses for the empty tomb, it appears his case for the empty tomb is very weak.
Richard offers no reason why we should trust his ordering, dating, or source material of the gospels over several historians who were 1,800 years closer to the source.

(Eusebius is the only "historian" out of the fathers David lists.) The reasons for trusting modern dates and chronology stem from extensive literary criticism and thorough examination of both internal and external evidence. Furthermore, modern critical scholars are (more) free from the theological agendas and doctrinal disputes that characterized the early church writings that David is quoting from. In other words, David is quoting from individuals playing polemics/apologetics games whereas modern scholarship is (i.e., should be) more concerned with historic accuracy. 
Also, David gives us no reason to suppose that being "1,800 years closer to the source" makes one's words more reliable. If anything, our dates now are based off of 1,800 years of examination and study, and could therefore be considered more reliable.
Taking the overall average, simultaneous publication would mean all four gospels were written in or around 59 A.D., long before the Jewish War. 
This is taking the "average" of David's sources only. However, he's asserting the ultra-conservative estimates of a minority group to the exclusion of not just ultra-liberal estimates, but of generally agreed upon estimates of the overwhelming majority of modern mainstream scholarship. As I said before, just because David espouses a minority view doesn't mean he's wrong, but it does mean he needs to give extensive evidence for this position--especially since dating the gospels early is so critical for it! Yet David has not given us this evidence; he has only repeated his sources. This is a glaring omission in David's argument. If any part of his presentation needed to be beefed up from his opening statement, this was it, but David didn't come through. His case is significantly weakened by this lack of evidence. 
A further error David commits is proposing various spreads for the dates of the gospels, but then basing his arguments from only the earliest of these dates. In order for David's defense of his theory to be decent, it must account for all of his proposed dates, but it does not.  

Further, I have yet to hear a single scholar anywhere atheist, Christian, etc. who believes all four gospels were written simultaneously. Why call me out on something we already agree upon? 
I made the reason for this obvious: If David believes all the gospels were written independently, he has no basis for claiming that they were not written simultaneously unless he wishes to provide individual dates for each of the gospels, or concede that the evidence he has provided does not preclude this possibility.
Overall, David needed to produce a better defense of the gospel record since a great deal of his case rests on the reliability of the gospels. However, David has not provided this evidence. Instead, he has chosen to focus on the later steps of his five step argument. What David has failed to realize is that he is only setting up a house of cards; if we cannot trust the gospels, then all the other steps of his argument fall apart. David has ultimately sabotaged his entire case by giving us insufficient reason to trust the gospel record.

2. Did Jesus Actually Die on the Cross?
But this section highlights serious philosophical problems with Richard's approach to the resurrection. Let me be clear: based on our current evidence, we could never ever accept either the swoon or bribe hypotheses, which I will refer to collectively as the survival hypothesis.
David highlights problems with his approach, not mine. It is not possible to conclude with 100 percent certainty that Jesus died. However, since I think the swoon theory is admittedly the least probable of the alternative explanations for the empty tomb that I gave, I will not take further time to defend it. I do need to comment on this statement of David's though: "Because Price cannot accept the conclusion that evidence would force him into, however, he engages in either Special Pleading or in Circular Reasoning." One of the clearest mistakes in David's approach to this entire debate is accusing skeptics of special pleading in rejecting belief in Jesus' resurrection. Here, he seems to think that Price's conclusion is forced by his presuppositions. First, I would point out that Price began the study of the Bible as a conservative Christian and has an academic career that surpasses both mine and David's combined. Second, in the quote of Price's I gave, he clearly admitted that Jesus may have indeed risen from the dead. However, he states when we approach the subject from the position of a historian "who can do no better than gauge probability on the basis of comparison to what we usually see happening around us" (again, the principle of analogy), since we have no experience with anyone coming back to life after having been dead for three days, yet we do know of many circumstances where people have defied all odds and survived what seemed a certain death, we would be forced to conclude that Jesus must have survived. Because of the restraints of the historic method, this is the conclusion one will come to as a historian. Bart Ehrman explains:
[H]istorians do not have to deny the possibility of miracles or deny that miracles have actually happened in the past. Many historians, for example, committed Christians, observant Jews, and practicing Muslims, believe that they have in fact happened. When they think or say this, however, they do so not in their capacity as historians but in their capacity as believers. (Ehrman, 229)
This confirms what I have reiterated throughout this debate--belief in the resurrection is properly held as an article of faith, not as a historically confirmed event. 
Under Richard's bribe hypothesis, those odds are softened somewhat and Jesus' odds of survival are certainly higher than 1 in 6,786. But for either survival hypothesis to be preferable to the death hypothesis, the odds of survival must be (3,393 / 6,786) 50r higher. 

This is another mistake that David repeats: weighing the probability for survival vs. the probability of death without taking into consideration reports of having seen Jesus alive after the crucifixion. As he later states:
Regardless of whether survival is just one alternative to the resurrection or the only alternative, the survival hypothesis must always be weighed against its logical opposite: the non-survival (death) hypothesis.

While this is true, David fails to realize that reports of seeing a living Jesus after the crucifixion weighs in favor of the survival hypothesis! David's mistake is equating intial probability with final probability. (Specifically, initial probability is determined before consideration of any unique circumstances. That someone would die on a cross is initially probable--"it was a death penalty." However, the final probability of Jesus dying on the cross is significantly reduced if we accept reports of seeing him alive after crucifixion.) David goes on to critique the plausibility of the bribe theory. Yet his critique fails to eliminate it as a possibility. However, since David is attempting to "back in" to his SBR theory, he cannot afford any possibility for natural explanation.
First and foremost, he would have to prove that this bribe took place. 
The gospels tell us three things: (1) The Roman guards were willing to accept bribes, (2) Joseph of Arimathea was a rich, secret follower of Jesus and member of the Sanhedrin, and (3) the Sanhedrin voted unanimously to execute Jesus. What does this indicate? It tells us that Joseph had just voted to condemn to death the man he was a disciple of, but that he also possessed the money needed to bribe Roman guards to save Jesus' life. It is no stretch to imagine that such a bribe could have taken place; Joseph had means, motive, and opportunity.
then Richard would have to explain how Jesus survived despite severe blood loss before the crucifixion followed by several hours on the cross, and a complete lack of modern medical treatment after he was taken down. 

This isn't hard. First, we have no way of knowing how much blood Jesus would have lost, but if he was able to stay alive for at least six hours, he couldn't have been gushing blood. The cross hadn't killed him yet because crosses were forms of prolonged death. And people survived all kinds of injury before modern medical treatment.
Third, he would have to explain why no one in the crowd of onlookers noticed that Jesus was still breathing, and why this conspiracy never came to light later. 
This also isn't hard to imagine. If Jesus had been on the cross for six hours, we have to wonder how many people were actually still around. (It wasn't as if they were expecting a quick death.) The gospels tell us that the women were watching from far away, so they wouldn't have been able to tell if Jesus was alive. The "conspiracy" never came to light because Joseph and the guards stayed quiet about it, as we might expect they would.
Fourth, he would have to explain why not a single person spotted Jesus after his ascension five weeks later, etc. 

Again, this isn't hard to imagine. First, even many of Jesus' companions didn't recognize him immediately after the crucifixion. This could be because he was either disfigured from the punishment he had received, or because he was purposely disguising himself. Remember, Jesus--fearing recapture--would have intentionally made himself hard to recognize. After he shared his last words with his followers, he could have packed up and left one evening never to be heard from again. Then, while he lived out the rest of his life in a foreign country, the legends surrounding him could have built up without Jesus ever knowing about the movement he had started.
There are other ways to imagine the bribe theory playing out. Perhaps Jesus knew his life would be spared and he played dead to avoid suspicion, etc. In any case, David hasn't ruled the possibility out. As long as a natural theory like this remains a plausible alternative, historians are not justified in concluding that a supernatural theory is appropriate. 

3. Was his Body Buried in a tomb?
Moving now to Joseph of Arimathea, I claimed that the name was most likely a pun. Even David's 'champion' J.P. Holding has admitted that the name was a pun2. Remember, my claim was not that Mark made Joseph of Arimathea up (though one could argue for that position); I only claimed that David could not confidently assert that readers of the gospels could have confirmed Joseph's participation in the burial. Even if the person was real, the name "Joseph of Arimathea" may not have been enough information to determine who actually buried Jesus. David poorly attacks this position:
For us to even entertain it, he would have to first present other Markan instances of such "irony." 

That's easy. While Simon Peter was told to take up his cross and follow Jesus, it was Simon of Cyrene who carried Jesus' cross at the crucifixion. While James and John ask to sit at Jesus' right and left hand, at Jesus' crucifixion there are two theives at his right and left hand. Altogether, Carrier lists over ten such examples of irony in Mark's gospel: a "reversal of expectations" theme (163-164). 
Second, we'd have to weigh the likelihood of Mark using irony in this particular case which is unrealistic given how upset he was that the Sanhedrin murdered someone he cared about. 
Mark never knew Jesus. Considering that Mark has constructed his entire gospel to tell the triumphant story of Jesus' resurrection, I don't think Mark could have been too upset that Jesus had died. 
Besides, the pun could have easily been Mark's way of changing the names to protect the innocent (how happy would the Sanhedrin be if they discovered one of their members, listed by name, was a secret follower of Jesus?)
Third, Richard would have to demonstrate independently that Matthew, Luke, and John who identify Joseph in the same way that Mark does all intended Joseph to be an "intentional irony." 
This is simply not true; David has given us insufficient reason to reject the priority of Mark. 
On every single occasion, mnemeion refers to a literal tomb... it is absolutely inconceivable that Mark's gospel communicated anything other than a normal burial in a literal tomb. 

This point that David stresses seems insignificant to me. If Mark did mean the empty tomb to be symbolic, which word would he have used? Do we have two different words for all concepts--one literal and one metaphoric? 
Apparently, Richard's only reason to reject the burial of Jesus in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea (Matthew 27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:51, John 19:38) is that the latter "is probably named Joseph to match the name of Jesus' father"
I haven't rejected the tomb burial. I have agreed with Carrier that if Jesus was crucified and died, then we have some reason to believe he was laid in a tomb. However, my reasons for being skeptical of the tomb burial are the same reasons I am skeptical of the entire account of Jesus' death.
We can only wonder what "failure" Richard could be talking about 
It's rather obvious. Jesus' father was named Joseph, and one's father typically was responsible for the burial of his son. Jesus' father failed in the custom of burying one's son, thus a different Joseph emerges and performs the burial. 
Richard presents no evidence that Pilate considered Jesus to be an enemy of the state. The evidence tells us quite the opposite. Pilate says "I have examined him in your presence and have found no basis for your charges against him." (Luke 23:15) Pilate "went out again to the Jews and said, 'I find no basis for a charge against him.'" (John 18:38-39) "Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate... had Jesus flogged, and handed him over to be crucified. " (Mark 15:15) "Pilate.... washed his hands in front of the crowd. 'I am innocent of this man's blood,' he said. 'It is your responsibility!'" (Matthew 27:24) Richard's contention that Jesus was seen as an enemy of the state appears to run contrary to the evidence. 

The fact that Pilate allowed Jesus to be killed is evidence that he considered him an enemy of the state. The question is why David's "evidence" (i.e., the gospels) present Pilate as not finding guilt in Jesus. Careful study of the gospels reveal that they nearly always take every opportunity they can to vilify the Jews whereas they often speak highly of the Roman government. This is not hard to understand. The writers of the gospels clearly lived in a time in which there was conflict amongst Christians and Jews. The negative portrayal of the Jews in the gospels can readily be understood as polemics against them. And of course the Romans were pictured favorably because the Christians perceived them as a much greater threat; in short, they were sucking up. So this picture of Jesus' conviction is no surprise. In fact, the wholesome portrayal of Pilate's character is often used to argue against the historicity of this trial.
Richard quotes atheist Jeffrey-Jay Lowder (whose picture graces Richard's MySpace profile) 
It doesn't. By the way, David refers to Lowder consistently as "atheist Jeffrey-Jay Lowder." He does the same with Carrier. Even the title of his second rebuttal is "The Christian rope pulls tighter," and he has advertised this debate as an "atheist vs Christian" debate. However, when I have asked him to defend his source of supernatural causation for his SBR, he has curisouly denied that he has any obligation to defend the Christian god. Though I agree with him, I wish he would be more consistent and stop acting as if this were an "atheist vs Christian" debate since it is such a debate only by coincidence. We should be debating an issue of history, thus any religious convictions should be checked at the door.
Pilate... had countervailing interests which enhanced the likelihood of him allowing a tomb burial. So we have an initial probability that Pilate would have allowed a tomb burial, and that the Jews would have requested it
But this was just for removing Jesus' body from the cross before the Sabbath. There is no indication that Pilate or Joseph intended the tomb to be Jesus' permanent burial place.
On top of all that, the tomb burial account literally could not have been legendary if accepted prior to 113 A.D. because the tests show that ancient legends took a minimum of two generations before they could supplant a solid core of historical truth. (Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 190) 

"Tests"? Sherwin-White based his conclusion off of one case study, and as I mentioned in my previous rebuttal, it is questionable how accurate his conclusions were.
4 and 5. Was the Tomb Empty? Did Anyone Remove the Body?
Now, one thing everyone Christians, atheists, Jews, etc. agrees on is that the gospels of Matthew and John were written by Jews for a primarily or exclusively Jewish audience. 
This is a gross exaggeration on David's part. There is no concensus on this point in the scholarly community. For example, Ehrman states that the identity of Matthew "has to be left as an open question (109)." For John, David's use of the term "Jewish audience" is severely ambiguous as it could refer to any number of various Jewish sects. Ehrman concludes that the author of John wrote in Greek, outside of Palestine, and was a member of a marginalized Christian sect of Jews (174-175). 
The closest indication we get that such relocation was even imaginable is in John 20:9-10, but it is hardly persuasive. For one thing, if you were mourning at the grave of a loved one and discovered his body missing, you'd be in hysterics and say the same thing. Second, John's gospel is written for an overt evangelical purpose (John 19:35, 20:31). If he even entertained the possibility that his readers would take the passage to mean that the body had been relocated, he would have either excluded the passage or refuted it. 

Isn't the entire rest of John's gospel just such a refutation? Even if Mary was hysterical, why would she claim the body had been moved? If she went to the tomb ASAP, as David has claimed, and if relocation is implausible, as David later claims, then how could Mary believe anyone had beaten her to the burial site in time and with the motivation to move the body? Why didn't she say, "Shucks, I got the wrong tomb, now I don't know where Jesus' body is," or, "Jesus' body has been stolen," or, "it looks like that big angel moved the rock out of the way so Jesus could leave the tomb?" 
David also suggests that John could have excluded the passage. Isn't this possibly what Mark did? (Remember, Mark says the women said nothing.)
Lowder's reburial argument is predicated upon the incorrect assumption that this "temporary burial" was a standard practice among Jews living in 33 A.D. 
This isn't at all true. Lowder builds his case for the conclusion that relocation is plausible for this particular instance without arguing that such relocation was common.
Richard says, "It seems that the Romans did have a good reason to remove Jesus' body from the tomb." I am puzzled by this quote. It does not stand for the proposition that the Romans removed the body from the tomb once it was there. 
Actually, that's exactly what I meant it to stand for. Pilate may have said something along these lines: "Ok Joseph, since it's late, you can take the body down and hold it in your tomb for the duration of your holy day, but after the Sabbath is over, I'll need you to move the body to it's permanent tomb. The last thing I need is to establish a shrine to the holy man I had killed."
I noted the Roman soldiers guarding the tomb would have prevented the theft (Matthew 27:63-64), to which Richard responds with, "Yet Matthew probably invented the guards to discredit the accusation of theft!" Ah, but Richard runs into a serious problem. If Matthew invented the guards to discredit the accusation of theft, then that strongly suggests there was an accusation of theft he was seeking to discredit. But an accusation of theft could only arise if Jesus' enemies first recognized that the body was missing from the tomb. 
(Which came first, the chicken or the egg?) The Jewish polemic does not presuppose an empty tomb, it only presupposes the empty tomb story. If the accusation of theft arose later, perhaps around the time Matthew composed his gospel, then there would have been no way to confirm or refute the empty tomb story. Thus, as I said before, the original polemic, coming from unspecified Jews, could have just been along the lines of "if the tomb really was empty, then the disciples must have stolen the body." This polemic proves no familiarity with an actual empty tomb.
the proposition that the Sanhedrin understood Jesus' words but the disciples did not is completely consistent with the data.

By "data," David means "gospels." I have never denied that the gospels portray the disciples as not understanding that Jesus would rise. In fact, as I argued previously (and again below), there is a good reason the disciples are said not to understand. However, I'm asking that we think outside the gospels. Does it seem plausible that the Sanhedrin understood Jesus' words while the disciples didn't? Not to me.
The body was missing, they had violated their orders, so the guards were faced with two choices. They could either tell Pilate a supernatural story he never would've believed and get put to death for lying to him, or tell Pilate a story he would believe: that the legion considered it beneath their Roman dignity to baby-sit some Jewish tomb, and they just fell asleep.
Why does David assume Pilate wouldn't have believed the guards? First, Pilate found no guilt in Jesus, yet he was the alleged king of the Jews. Second, the reason the guards were placed in front of the tomb was because Jesus had said he'd rise. Third, if the guards were indeed facing death, then perhaps their willingness to testify to Jesus' resurrection in spite of death would have confirmed in Pilate the truth of their story. (Isn't this the same kind of argument David uses when he tells us the disciples wouldn't have died for a lie?) So really, based on the gospel evidence, I see no reason to believe Pilate wouldn't have believed the guards story. 
the Romans believed the Emperor was a god, and it is untenable to conclude that the entire squad would knowingly and voluntarily violate that sacred duty just because of some modest financial offering. 
That's not the tune Matthew sings...
Richard's modified thieving disciple hypothesis has additional problems. First, that all four gospels were innocently duped into thinking the disciples did not understand that he was to rise from the dead. 
This objection is answered in my first rebuttal, but he has chosen not to respond to my answer--he's only restated the problem. The gospels were written more for affecting the present than describing the past. Because of this, the disciples often serve various literary functions--including the one they serve here; as the readers identify with the disciples, when they don't anticipate Jesus' resurrection, the reader of the gospels experience sorrow at Jesus' death, and they rejoice greatly when he rises. This is not an "innocent duping," it's literature.
Second, the theft could not be a lone actor because several men were needed to unseal the stone tomb and steal the body. 
If this is the case, then how does SBR account for the stone being rolled away? An angel? If so, what evidence do we have that angels exist? And if they exist, what evidence do we have that angels possess superhuman strength?
Third, these pious Jewish conspirators would not touch a dead body on Passover because that would prevent them from sharing in the Passover meal (Numbers 19:11). 

Who says these were pious Jews? Jesus often seemed to defy the Torah; it's not impossible to imagine that his followers would prioritize Jesus' body over the Passover meal. Or, for all we know, they may have considered the Passover meal replaced by the recent eucharist.
Fourth, John personally discovered Jesus' burial clothes neatly wrapped in the tomb (John 20:6-7). That's not the work of a hasty thief. 

Then what is it the work of? Tidy angels? They've never folded my laundry...
What caused Paul to just randomly start having these hallucinations when he was not even a follower of Jesus? 

Again we see David attempting to critique my position when it appears he hasn't understood it. There are many possible causes for Paul's visions of the risen Christ. For example: (1) his socio-cultural context in which these types of visions were common, (2) grief from having persecuted a group of believers whose doctrines he became emphathetic with, (3) a long, tiring trip on a hot road to Damascus, (4) functional schizophrenia, (5) entheogens/hallucinogens, etc.
Ultimately, I claimed in my opening statement that the thieving disciples hypothesis violates Ockham's Razor because it requires seven unfounded assumptions. 
I demonstrated these to not be "unfounded," but David has not responded to those objections.
Richard then says, "Ockham's razor is applied when two competing explanations explain all the data equally well; in such a case, the explanation that requires the least ad hoc assumptions is judged to be most likely true. Yet David hasn't explicitly proposed a theory to compare the possibility of theft with--perhaps because supernatural explanations fail Ockham's razor every time." Richard's claim about supernatural explanations is a Red Herring. Regardless of why the tomb was empty, two competing explanations are simple: (1) some of the disciples stole the body, or (2) none of the disciples stole the body. 
This is not a Red Herring. Since (2) doesn't tell us why the tomb was empty, (1) and (2) are contradictory propositions, but not competing explanations; thus David has failed to apply Ockham's razor properly yet again. In the context of our debate, David can't claim theft fails Ockham's razor unless he compares it with his theory: the SBR. However, David has meticulously avoided providing any evidence for the existence of the supernatural. Therefore, we have no reason to conclude that SBR is even possible. Because of this, even if we determine that theft is highly unlikely, it is still more probable than SBR so far as David has shown.
Where Does That Leave Us?

As this debate comes to an end, it is evident to me that David has provided a poor case for Jesus' resurrection. Even if Jesus did rise from the dead, David hasn't given us good reason to believe so. David constructed a five-step proof for Jesus' resurrection that, to his credit, he stood by despite its many failures. Not only has David been unable to eliminate natural explanation for the empty tomb story, he has given us no reason to believe that any other kind of explanation is possible. David has responded to my argument and objections to his argument primarily by avoiding many of my strong points, creating strawmen out of the points he did address, and consistently raising seemingly plausible objections to my position as if my position does not account for these objections; this leads me to believe that he either does not understand my position, or is purposely misrepresenting it. In my opening statement and second rebuttal, I demonstrated that there is very good reason to suppose that the empty tomb story is a mere legend; David was unable to demonstrate otherwise. Here, and in my first rebuttal, I have demonstrated that David's arguments are generally weak, often based on erroneous factual data, and do not necessitate his conclusions. Ultimately, his strategy was to explode natural explanation for the empty tomb story, then hope a supernatural explanation remained after the dust settled. David has failed. Because one can be rationally justified with natural explanation for the empty tomb story, there is no doubt that the SBR of Jesus is not its most reasonable explanation.
The Resurrection Debate: David’s Conclusion!

First, allow me to apologize for taking so long to post this third rebuttal and conclusion.  This time of year is extremely busy for me.  Because of our strict word limit, I will address Richard's key points and save room for my conclusion.  The previous three rounds of our debate, including Richard's material, can be found here.

Richard's Introduction
In response to my claim that "Richard wants to begin the debate with a series of stacked presuppositions," he responded "In a way, yes. This is not because I am trying to stack the deck in my favor, but because the odds were against David from the beginning. He asks us to evaluate the resurrection like we do every other claim, but we shouldn't. David's methodology is deeply flawed. We don't evaluate all historic claims the same, and this is especially true for an alleged supernatural event."
      All I have evaluated during this debate is five natural premises:  (1)  Jesus was a real person who was crucified, (2) that he died on the cross, (3) that he was buried in a tomb, (4) that no one removed the body, and (5) that the body nevertheless came up missing.  Which of these five premises should be evaluated using some different methodology?  If all five of those natural premises are proven to be true, then we automatically conclude that the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus is the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.  No messy philosophy involved.
      It is Richard whose methodology is flawed:  he wants to look first to his conclusion (that the resurrection could not happen) and draw his premises from his conclusion rather than arriving at a conclusion based on the likelihood of my five premises -- premises that are no different than any other historical hypotheses.
Richard's Claims of Pagan Influence
Richard quoted my explanation of why Jews would never accept pagan theology as Scripture:  "Jews were strictly forbidden from taking pagan wives (Ezra 10:10, Nehemiah 13:27). Dying in a pagan country was a curse (Amos 7:17). Until the holy temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., pagans were not even allowed inside! (Lamentations 1:10) Staying away from pagan gods is among the most frequently discussed topics in the entire Hebrew Bible, with approximately 260 references. Many of these prohibitions are found in times in which the Jewish people were integrated with other cultures, meaning the Jews had no problem co-existing with other cultures but keeping their theology out. The NT also confirms that Jews do not associate with pagans like the Samaritans. (John 4:7-9)"  In response, Richard said, "David refers to Old Testament prohibitions against paganism as if this meant no Jews would ever be influenced by them. This is absurd. The very reason these prohibitions were made is that the Jews were so apt to being influenced by paganism! I find it laughable that David implies the Jews would not have defected from their religion when David is himself a Jew who has defected from his religion."
     That may be true, but Richard's hypothesis requires us to believe something far more implausible than Jews running off after foreign gods and idols:  he requires us to believe that devout Jews accepted this allegedly pagan theology (the NT) as if it was the word of the God of Israel, and then committed all of it permanently to Scripture.  That is totally without precedent in the 3,500 years of Jewish history.
Richard attempts to shore up some of the supposed parallels between Christianity and pagan religions.  Let's review them:  "Pagans didn't just partake in "good meals;" these meals were rituals in which participants consumed elements that represented the god's body and blood... Mithras shed the blood of the bull, and his followers were washed in its blood. In Christianity, Christians are washed in the blood of the lamb... In Attis worship, which predates Christianity in the Roman Empire by nearly 200 years, the sacred tree symbolized the tree under which Attis castrated himself. As attested in Firmicus Maternus' The Error of Pagan Religions, Attis is actually portrayed as crucified to the tree. As David states, Firmicus dates after the advent of Christianity, so we cannot prove that Attis was always considered crucified, but we don't need to. The death of the god was connected with the tree even if not necessarily to the tree; as trees undergo seasonal death and rebirth, they were symbols of death and resurrection....Followers of Osiris ritualistically observed the consummation of bread and beer because both elements are made from grain, and Osiris was the grain godbread and beer were Osiris' body and blood!"
      I count four supposed parallels.  As I said in my first rebuttal, I've heard hundreds of these so-called parallels and every one of them falls into one of three categories: (1) parallels that literally do not exist, but are falsely alleged to exist, (2) parallels that exist in manuscripts written only after the New Testament was written, and (3) parallels that are so vague that they could apply to anyone or any religion.  
      The first two in Richard's latest list fall into category (3).  Both Christianity and pagan religions have some kind of connection to blood?  And a bull is sorta-kinda like a lamb (even though they represent totally opposite characteristics)?  Attis castrated himself under a symbolic tree and Jesus' cross was also cut from a tree? [image: image1.png]


  Come on.
      Richard's third parallel above falls into category (2).  At a bare minimum, he needs to produce pre-NT attestation of that claim and a few of his others from his opening statement.  Until he does, the most reasonable conclusion is that these pagan beliefs originated in response to Christianity.  Only if he produced such evidence could we even consider the possibility that the NT relied on pagan theology -- but even then, we could not simply assume it (remember the Post Hoc Fallacy).  
     The fourth parallel also falls into category (3).  The purpose of the eucharist is nothing like the purpose of the food associated with Osiris.  For Osiris, "nourishment was provided by the actual offering of daily bread and beer."  No one believes the eucharist is some method of nourishing the risen Christ!
Did Mark Believe in an Empty Tomb?
Later, I produced a powerful question:  "was Mark's gospel for pagans or for Jews? Pagans would not have thought of and/or been un-persuaded by Jewish Scripture. Jews would have been unaware of and/or disgusted by references to pagan beliefs."  To this Richard responded exactly as I hoped he would:  "There were many Jews adopting pagan practices, and many Gentiles were attracted to the rich heritage of Jewish monotheism. Mark's gospel would have appealed to both of these groups."
      Now Richard has shot himself in the foot.  If Mark's gospel was intended to be read by both groups, then every concept in Mark's gospel must have made sense to both groups.  Rather than just proving that Richard's interpretation of Mark's burial & empty tomb made sense to the Jews or to the pagans, now Richard has to prove that both groups would have clearly understood its meaning in its entirety.
      That means Richard's metaphorical take on Mark insofar as (1) the tomb burial, (2) Joseph of Arimathea's person and role, and (3) the discovery of the empty tomb by women must have all been understood as a metaphor by both Greeks and Jews.  In earlier rounds I demonstrated from the plain text that neither group would arrive at such a conclusion for any of the three elements, let alone all three, let alone would both Jews and pagan readers do so. 
Remember also that a key feature of Richard's argument is that Paul and Mark held to the same view of the resurrection:  that is, that the resurrection (supposedly) did not require an empty tomb.  To this I pointed out that "Richard requires us to assume that (1) 1 Corinthians pre-dates Mark, (2) by a sufficient time to allow it to circulate all the way from Corinth into Mark's hands. Then we must assume that (3) Mark relied on its theological teachings about the resurrection."  In response, Richard says "I do not claim that Mark got his understanding of the resurrection from Paul. My argument was simply that Mark and Paul might have held the same doctrine of the resurrection." 
      Although that response relieves Richard of the burden of proving that Mark relied on Paul as a source, it simply trades one burden for another.  Now we are faced with an even more implausible scenario:  that Mark and Paul -- coincidentally and independently -- shared the same creative and radical views on the resurrection body.

Among Richard's creative views was that the "young man" in Mark 14:51 is not a real person but an intentional figment, and that this is the same "young man" Mark 16:5.  In Richard's words, "The fact that Mark brackets Jesus' arrest and resurrection with an anonymous young man who mysteriously runs away naked at Jesus' arrest, and then uses the same terminology (that appears no where else in Mark's gospel) for another anonymous young man in the tomb wearing a white robe seems to be an intentional sign from Mark to infer that the young man symbolized Christ's death and resurrection (and perhaps our ability to partake in it)."  

     In this case, the "same terminology" amounts to nothing more than the fact that two different "young men" are referenced, at two different times.  In any event, the second young man couldn't possibly have communicated an empty tomb more clearly:  the "young man" in Mark 16:5 is sitting inside the tomb and says, "You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid him."  Given that Richard concedes that the disciples believed in a bodily resurrection, if Jesus' body remained, the disciples' first reaction would have been, 'What do you mean he isn't here?  His body is right over there!'  

Richard quoted me as saying, "Finally, the Greek noun "mnemeion" (tomb) does not appear to be translated as a metaphor anywhere else in the Bible or in secular Greek history."  Richard responds, "Actually, the word mnemeion is defined as "any visible object for preserving or recalling the memory of any person or thing"."   

      Again, "the Greek noun "mnemeion" (tomb) does not appear to be translated as a metaphor anywhere else in the Bible or in secular Greek history."  In my second rebuttal I hammered the fact that in every single occasion in which mnemeion is translated in the Bible it means a literal tomb.  Here I will simply note that even Richard's concedes that a mnemeion is a physical object, thereby defeating his assertion that a mnemeion is just some metaphorical tomb for the soul.  Mark could not have been more clear as to his intent:  Jesus was buried in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea.
Did Paul Believe in an Empty Tomb?
Regarding Paul's view on the resurrection, Richard quoted me as saying, "The passage [1 Corinthians 15:3-8] specifically says that Jesus was "thaptoo", which is used in all ten other instances in the Bible to refer to a literal burial of a physical body. (Thayer's Greek Lexicon) Why would Paul bother to mention the literal, physical burial if he did not mean that Christ's body had been "raised, " and consequently, that the burial site was empty?" To this Richard responds, "This is silly. We cannot infer what kind of resurrection Paul envisioned based on what kind of burial he proclaimed."          
     Oh yes we can, and the passage is devastating to Richard's interpretation of Paul.  The parallelism of the clauses makes it clear that the events follow chronologically and are interdependent:  "that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the twelve.  After that..." (1 Cor. 15:4-6)  The bold faced words appear in the Greek text as well.    

     As Gary Habermas points out, "In verses 42-44 of the same chapter, Paul uses the metaphor of a seed four times to make the same point: 'It is sown... it is raised... it is sown... it is raised...'  What goes down in burial comes up in resurrection."  (The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus, 155)  

      Also, Richard does not address my argument that describing Jesus' burial was completely superfluous if Paul did not mean that Jesus' body (that is, the same one that had been buried) was raised.  What was Paul's reason for discussing it, especially in parallel clauses?  

     Finally, Richard's interpretation triggers a destructive question:  if Paul believed Jesus' body remained in the tomb, then how did Paul know that Jesus was raised 'on the third day'?  If Paul meant that the tomb was empty, then of course we could ascertain when he was raised via the absence of the body.  What gave him the indication that Jesus was raised on the third day as opposed to any other day?  

Richard then quoted my devastating question: "Paul's letters (1 Corinthians 11:24-26, 1 Timothy 15:18-19) contain Jesus' words, verbatim, from the gospel of Luke (22:19-20, 10:7). What was Paul's source if not the risen Jesus?" to which Richard responded, "Paul clearly states he received the quotation in 1 Corinthians from God, not Luke. And, as it turns out, the words quoted here are the only words Paul ever quotes of Jesus..."  

      That's exactly the problem.  Presumably, Richard is not prepared to accept that Paul actually received the words in 1 Corinthians 11:23-26 from the risen Christ as Paul claims that he did.  But if Paul didn't receive those words from the risen Christ, and the gospel of Luke wasn't written yet, then how did Paul have Jesus saying the same thing, word-for-word identical to Luke 22:19-20?  1 Cor. 11:23-26 testifies powerfully to the reality of the risen Christ:  if Paul was lying, and Luke wasn't yet written, then Paul had no other source for his information!

I had claimed that, "Paul could not have taught a spiritual resurrection without denying the Hebrew Scripture."  To this Richard responded that "Yet no OT scripture teaches a distinctly physical resurrection--all of its references to resurrection are so vague that they are compatible with both one-body and two-body doctrines."

First, Ezekiel 37:3-12.  Second, Job 19:25-27.  Third, Daniel 12:2.  In all three cases, it is a supernatural, bodily resurrection that is described -- the same body in which we are now living.  

     My argument remains thus:  even though Paul disagreed with the particular traditions of the Pharisees, it doesn't change the fact that (1) The Hebrew Bible plainly taught a bodily resurrection of our own bodies.  (2)  Paul believed in the canonicity of the Hebrew Bible, even quoting Ezekiel 37.  (3)  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that Paul believed in a bodily resurrection of our own bodies -- thus requiring, in Jesus' case, an empty tomb.  

I had also said, "I love how Richard cites Matthew and Luke for the proposition that our bodies shall be like the angels, even though he concedes that Matthew and Luke teach a bodily resurrection, thus requiring an empty tomb."  To this, Richard can say only, "I have also argued for Matthew and Luke's dependence on Mark, whom we have seen may have accepted the same two-body resurrection doctrine that Paul taught. Again, David attacks my position without considering it as a whole; he seems unable to place himself in my shoes and understand the theory I am offering. It is clear that David has not understood my position, thus I'm unsure that he is fit to critique it."
     Note a distinctive feature of Richard's response:  he does not address my argument.  In syllogism form, it is this:  (1) As Richard himself concedes, Matthew and Luke clearly taught a bodily resurrection that required an empty tomb.  (2) Again as Richard noted, Matthew, Luke, and Mark believed our resurrection bodies would be like that of the angels.  Therefore, (3) It is reasonable to conclude that Mark taught the same type of resurrection body that Matthew and Luke did.  This powerful argument goes unanswered.
Legendary Development in the Gospels?
Regarding the so-called evidence of legendary embellishment in Matthew, Richard says, "David apparently doesn't realize that I was primarily referring to the conversations among the guards and the Sanhedrin: a more serious problem he doesn't address."  
     Matthew was a tax collector (Matthew 9:9, 10:3) and would have had all kinds of contacts within the government.  Further, there's nothing unreasonable about the proposition that Matthew's source was the guards themselves, or even a member of the Sanhedrin like Joseph of Arimathea (Matthew 27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:50, John 19:38).  
Next, I offered evidence of the genuineness of the polemic in Matthew 28:15, which also means that Jesus' enemies acknowledged the empty tomb.  I said, "Everyone agrees that Matthew is writing for an exclusively Jewish audience.  Don't you think his audience would have said, "This story isn't spreading among our people, what are you talking about?" to which Richard responds, "No, they wouldn't have. By Matthew's time the story may well have been around. The question is whether or not it was around at the time Matthew alleged it originated."
     Richard's counter-argument concedes that Matthew didn't merely invent the polemic.  His fall-back position is that the story may indeed have been circulating by the time Matthew wrote.  But under Richard's analysis, only Mark and Paul were written prior to Matthew -- and neither man taught an empty tomb.  But if neither man taught an empty tomb, then there's no reason why at the time Matthew began writing that Jesus' enemies would have already acknowledged an empty tomb!  Not only does the acknowledgment of Jesus' enemies confirm that the tomb was empty, it also shows that at least one Christian teacher prior to Matthew -- either Mark or Paul or both -- must have taught an empty tomb in order for such a possibility to enter people's minds in the first place.
Richard claims that Luke 24 "bares extreme similarities to specific pagan myths such as the epiphany of Romulus."   Earlier, Richard had claimed that this account was "the most obvious example" of pagan borrowing in Luke.  Richard describes none of these supposed "extreme similarities" involving Romulus, nor does he address my counter that Luke 24 bears strong similarities to the Jewish theme of God testing men (and of course Jesus = God in Christian theology).  Further, I presented positive reasons in my opening statement and second rebuttal that show what a level-headed historian Luke was.    
As for John, I stand by my observation that "This story is found in the writings of Porphyry (Life of Pythagoras), which was not written until 270 A.D.!  If any borrowing occurred, it is easy to see in which direction it was."  Richard responds, "David's response does not account for the fact that John records the Pythagorean triangular number that would have predated the Christian story; thus it appears the Pythagorean story predates the Christian one despite the fact that our record of the story is preserved in a later source."  
     We don't know when the Pythagoras story arose, but I'm not prepared to assume the source was more than 200 years earlier -- and I'm certainly not prepared to assume that John drew on it given that the number of the fish is totally irrelevant to John's story.  
     He gave no examples of legendary development in Mark.
     Moreover, the legendary development hypothesis automatically fell apart because I produced unanswered evidence that Matthew was written prior to Mark.    
Conclusion
Throughout this debate, I demonstrated five premises: (1) that Jesus was a real person who was crucified, (2) that he died on the cross, (3) that his body was laid in a tomb, (4) that the body came up missing, and (5) that no human removed the body.  The truth or falsity of the resurrection depends solely on whether the evidence confirms all five of these premises.    
Richard conceded premise (1), making it 100% certain for purposes of this debate.  He all but conceded premise (2), admitting that the death hypothesis was 99.99% probable when compared with the "swoon" hypothesis.  Despite Richard's offer of another variant of the survival hypothesis called the "bribe" hypothesis, my second rebuttal demonstrated that this "bribe" hypothesis was just as absurd as the swoon hypothesis, albeit for different reasons.  
Richard offered little resistance to premise (3).  Although he attempted to dismiss the entire burial account by Joseph as a metaphor, I presented incontrovertible evidence that all four gospels and Paul believed that Jesus really was buried in a tomb.  Because Richard did not dispute the accuracy of Mark ad only sought to reinterpret his meaning, we must admit that Jesus was buried in a tomb once we concede that his interpretation of Mark was baseless.  In light of the silliness of Richard's arguments in this section, I am 98% certain that Richard's unique interpretation of Mark is wrong and that Jesus was therefore buried in a tomb.
Most of Richard's arguments in his second rebuttal focus on premise (4).  Once again, Richard did not argue that either Paul or Mark were inaccurate; he simply argued that they believed in something other than "the tomb was empty."  Because I demonstrated that both men did believe in an empty tomb, and Richard does not dispute the accuracy of either man, we must concede that the tomb was in fact empty.
But what if, just for the sake of argument, we granted Richard's entire argument about Paul?  Would it change anything? Even then, Richard conceded premise (1), so there is -- for purposes of this debate -- a 100% probability that it is true.  He effectively conceded a 99.99% probability that premise (2) is true also.  Then, even under Richard's analysis, Paul believed in a literal burial, so that does not affect the evidence for premise (3).  Five witnesses to a highly plausible tomb burial and zero witnesses to the contrary?  Let's assign it a 98% probability that it really happened.  
Now we arrive at premise (4).  Even granting everything Richard believes about Paul, we would still have four witnesses testifying as early as 45-50 A.D. that the tomb was empty.  Additionally, we have the testimony of Jesus' enemies, who by Richard's admission acknowledged an empty tomb by the time Matthew started writing -- well within the lifetime of people who would have remembered it.  Also, Richard himself said 'There was in this period an increasing Jewish veneration of the tombs of the martyrs and prophets." Craig agrees, stating, "During Jesus' time there was an extraordinary interest in the graves of Jewish martyrs and holy men and these were scrupulously cared for and honored."  This point backfires.  Jesus' tomb was never venerated as a shrine because there was no point:  the body was missing.
Against all that evidence we have only reason to even suspect that the tomb was not empty:  Paul's opinion.  But under Richard's hypothesis, Paul must have been delusional (falsely experiencing this risen Christ and whatnot), and by his own admission, Paul never knew Jesus during his tenure on Earth.  The rantings of one delusional madman who never met Christ would barely cast a shadow of a doubt as to whether the tomb was empty.  I'll grant the ravings of this lunatic a 5% weight, leaving a 95% probability that the tomb was actually empty vis-a-vis premise (4).          
Richard's other possibilities -- the relocation hypothesis and the theft hypothesis -- concede premises (1), (2), (3), and (4) and thus render Paul's opinion moot.  In my second rebuttal I demonstrated that the relocation hypothesis is initially implausible, it lacks positive evidence, it is disconfirmed by several sources, and it is predicated upon a serious misunderstanding of Jewish Midrash.  I give it a 10% chance of being true only because of John 20:15 (which has no persuasive value for reasons I explained in my second rebuttal).    
In both my first and second rebuttal I also demonstrated that the presence of the Roman soldiers would have certainly prevented the theft.  But even if they had not been present, I demonstrated that the theft hypothesis lacks positive evidence and would have required an elaborate, over-the-top conspiracy theory, which Richard made no effort to prove happened.  Combining the possibility that the guards were not present with the other factors, I grant a total 10% chance of theft.  
Add 'em up.  (100% x 99.99% x 98% x 95% x 90% x 90%) 75.4% probability that all five premises are true and none of Richard's alternate theories are true.  According to Richard's own champions, atheists Richard Carrier and Michael Martin, 50% certainty is the threshold at which the resurrection should be believed (The Empty Tomb, 45, 368).
Thus, we don't need to evaluate supernatural claims, God's existence, or the merits of Christianity.  Based on the flat historical facts alone, we have arrived at a 75.4% probability that all five of the premises I presented are true even if you agree with everything Richard said about Paul!  And if all five premises are true, then, pursuant to our debate resolution, the supernatural, bodily resurrection of Jesus is automatically the most reasonable explanation for the empty tomb story.
 

READERS:  Anyone who wishes to ask a question to me or Richard should please do so here.  Now that the debate has ended, I will return to normal blogging where comments are permitted on the blog.
