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Foreword

Each of the main topics of the New Testament focused on Jesus — the Nativity, the Passion and the Resurrection — confronts the historian with its own special problem. Complicated though its source material may seem, Good Friday, the culmination of the last few days of the life of Jesus, is in reality the simplest. Let me state plainly that I accept that Jesus was a real historical person. In my opinion, the difficulties arising from the denial of his existence, still vociferously maintained in small circles of rationalist ‘dogmatists’, far exceed those deriving from its acceptance. In my opinion, the scholar’s task is simply to sort out and assess the evidence and determine the reasons why, when and by whom Jesus was arrested, tried and crucified. It is even possible to propose, with the help of known astronomical data, the most likely date for the event — Friday, 7 April AD 30 — corresponding to the eve of the Passover full moon.1 Other scholars may disagree and advance a different date or shift the blame more on to the Jewish authorities than on the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, but the debate will remain firmly set in the real world of history and law, Jewish and Roman.

The story of the birth of Jesus is surrounded by thicker haze and is less solidly grounded in fact. The information relating to time and space is more dubious and the legendary elements abound (virgin birth, miraculous star, angels and dreams). Nonetheless it is hardly questionable that shortly before the death of Herod the Great, a Jewish boy was born in Bethlehem or Nazareth, who, about thirty years later, following a brief public career, died on a cross and was buried not long after the fifteenth year (AD 29) of the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius.2

The resurrection of Jesus ‘on the third day’ after his burial, followed by his ascension to heaven on the same day or after forty days, is of a quite different nature. Unlike the crucifixion, it is an unparalleled phenomenon in history. Two types of extreme reactions are possible: faith,3 or disbelief.4

My own standpoint will differ from both of these as I intend to act as a detective seeking, as I did in my previous studies, to investigate what the authors of the New Testament actually say in their writings, and not what interpretative Church tradition attributes to them. The purpose of this volume is to unravel the true meaning conveyed by the evangelists, Paul and the other authors of the Christian scriptures and illuminate it with what we know from the Old Testament and all the relevant Jewish and Graeco-Roman literary and archaeological sources. Its aim is the construction of a tenable hypothesis, but ultimately it will be up to the readers to make up their minds. The dilemma to be confronted and resolved is how to reconcile the extreme importance ascribed to the resurrection by Christianity with the very limited amount of discernible interest in the subject in the authentic teaching of Jesus.

Not long ago an eminent Anglican churchman asked me what I was busying myself with and when he heard that after The Passion and The Nativity I was writing a book on the resurrection, he sagaciously observed, ‘That seems to be the end of the story, except perhaps for the judgement.’


Prologue


The Christian notion of resurrection and

its historical antecedents



Resurrection is unquestionably one of the most important and intriguing concepts of the Christian faith. Saint Paul, to whom this religion owes more than to anyone else, leaves his readers in no doubt in this respect:


If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain… If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile (1 Cor 15:13-14, 17).



It is true to say that the emphasis laid on the notion of resurrection, and the centrality it is accorded in the Church’s teaching, are unparalleled in the religions of antiquity. In the Judaism of the Old Testament resurrection made only a few, late and foggy appearances, probably not before the end of the third century BC. It was not asserted definitely before the time of the Maccabaean revolution in the 160s BC and from then on its acceptance grew slowly and remained far from universal. In its strict meaning, i.e. the revival of a corpse, it struck non-Jews in the Graeco-Roman world as at best a nice dream, but more generally as folly (dementia), according to Pliny the Elder’s sharp remark.1 Even in the Acts of the Apostles of the New Testament, when Paul preached ‘the resurrection’ in the Areopagus of Athens, most of his philosophically educated listeners, Stoics and Epicureans, simply poked fun at his ‘babbling’ (Acts 17:18, 32).

Resurrection, or more precisely bodily resurrection, is definitely a Jewish idea. It entails the corporeal revival of the dead, the reunification of the spiritual soul and the material body of a deceased person. In the Hebrew Bible, resurrection first appears as a metaphor, symbolizing the rebirth of the nation. According to the mystical vision of the prophet Ezekiel, it depicts the figurative clothing with flesh of the dry bones of the people of Israel, and the blowing by God of the breath of life into the skeletal remains of a defeated, dispersed and exiled nation. The resurrection of the dry bones indicates something different from spiritual survival. It is not to be confused with the Greek (Platonic) concept of the escape of the soul from the prison of the body to proceed towards the Elysian Field of Heaven. It is not identical with the eternal life of the spirit. This idea of liberation is a familiar feature of the writings of HellenizedJews of the Diaspora and the notion of eternal life without specifically implying a renewed presence of the body is also commonly attested in the Greek New Testament. These are ill-defined notions which must be handled with great care if confusion is to be avoided.

Another setting for the resurrection of the dead is provided by the awesome and majestic image of the final judgement when, at the end of the age known to man, Jewish and Christian religious visionaries imagine a universal roll-call of humanity by a blazing angelic trumpet. The dead will then be restored to their former bodies and face God or his representative, variously called the Messiah, the Chosen One or the Son of Man. The task of the final Judge will be to separate the resurrected into righteous sheep and wicked goats, and assign them eternal reward or eternal punishment. The righteous will be granted everlasting joy in the celestial abode and the wicked will be cast into the endless torment of a fiery hell. This universal settlement of accounts is the final stage of the doctrinal development in Judaism. An earlier version of the resurrection of the dead envisages only the revivification of the just, first and foremost the martyrs who in the course of a religious persecution have sacrificed their lives for the sake of Heaven. As the later Jewish rabbis would put it, they accepted agony and violent death for ‘the sanctification of God’s name’. In sum, resurrection preliminary to the great judgement pertains to eschatology, to the events of the end of times. This is tantamount to stating the obvious, namely that rising from the dead is alien to man’s normal, historical experience.

While the Christian Church continues to proclaim belief in a universal resurrection and a new life in the age to come, it also firmly maintains that Jesus was raised from the dead in time past, on the third day after he had expired on the cross. In other words, the phenomenon of the dead Christ regaining life is claimed to have actually occurred in this world, before daybreak on a Sunday, probably on 9 April AD 30, if the dating of the crucifixion to the afternoon of Friday 7 April of that year is accepted. This belief turns resurrection — previously envisaged as either a metaphor or a future eschatological event — into a reality that occurred in a given place at a specific time. The basis of this innovative perception and the arguments supporting the resurrection belief will be scrutinized in the pages that follow, but in the meantime some further preliminary clarifications are needed.

In one sense, the resurrection of Jesus is presented by the New Testament and the Church as a unique happening that can be dated and located. However, it is also linked to the eschatological raising of the dead of which, in St Paul’s terminology, Christ’s resurrection constituted the ‘first fruits’. At the same time, according to the Old and New Testament sources, Jesus was not the only human being to rise from the dead. The scriptures refer to the resurrection of other individuals. The Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha resuscitated two children, and Jesus himself is reported to have brought back to life two others in the Synoptic Gospels (pp. 87–9) and a third one, Lazarus, in John (p. 90), not to mention two further miraculous stories connected with St Peter and St Paul (p. 91). The revival of a young bride in Rome, credited to the first-century AD neo-Pythagorean holy man Apollonius of Tyana, belongs to the same category.2

These stories about resurrection in general and the reviving of the dead by Jesus in particular will be examined in detail in Part II of this book, together with the doctrinal and theological considerations which fill the pages of the New Testament and especially the letters of St Paul. To give one example, words dealing with resurrection figure no less than nineteen times in 1 Corinthians, chapter 15. The opinion of the Jewish population of the late Second Temple period was more divided on the subject. The Pharisees were the only wholehearted champions of belief in bodily resurgence. When the ancient rabbis took over the Pharisaic legacy after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in AD 70, they provided a niche for the doctrine of the resurrection in the Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash and Targum, but their interest in the faith in resurrection was not as prominent and exuberant as that of their Christian contemporaries.

The present study is essentially devoted to the evidence relating to the doctrine of the resurrection developed in the New Testament. However, it is impossible to understand the Christian scriptures without first inspecting their sources and models, the Hebrew Bible and early post-biblical Jewish literature not only as far as the resurrection imagery itself is concerned, but also in a broader sense regarding the ideas of life and death and even the underworld where, according to the Christian Creed, the dead Jesus descended before rising again on the third day.


I

Afterlife in the Jewish world

before Jesus

1

A bird’s-eye view of human destiny in

the Bible: From lost immortality to

resurrection

Resurrection, the reversal of death, is presented by Christianity as the apogee of divine benevolence obtained for mankind by Jesus. Yet it is no more than second best among the possible options. Immortality, or escape from death, would have been the apex of all the possibilities, the dream of every human being ever since time began. The ‘myth’ of the creation, a sacred epic narrative included in chapters 2 and 3 of the biblical Book of Genesis, was meant to explain the fundamental phenomena affecting humanity. It is an attempt to account, in moral terms, for death or the loss of immortality, while ancient pagan epics attribute it to the caprice or jealousy of the gods.

The divine Potter of the Hebrews fashioned out of the dust of the ground the first creature, Adam, and shaped for him a female partner to keep him happy. The Creator installed both Adam and Eve in the glorious Garden of Eden and freely supplied them with all their needs. Their life was an endless holiday, with no obligation to work. They might, as it were, have lived happily for ever in Paradise, miraculously nourished by the fruits of the trees, among which stood the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. Death does not seem to have played a part in the original divine plan. But the first couple spoiled their blessed destiny of a joyful and immortal future when they allowed the Devil, or Serpent, to lead them astray, and transgressed the single restrictive rule that God had imposed on them: the prohibition to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge.

The price they had to pay for what became in the theological jargon of the Church the ‘original sin’ was not only the forfeiture of an endless insouciance, but also the inevitability of death. The divine sentence proclaimed: ‘In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust and to dust you shall return’ (Gen 3:19).

Later Jewish tradition and Pauline Christianity sought to apportion the blame for this loss of immortality between the three protagonists: the Devil, Adam and Eve. The male-chauvinist author of Genesis and the similarly inspired Jewish sage of the early second-century BC Jesus Ben Sira pointed the finger at Eve: she was the first to taste the forbidden fruit and enticed Adam to do the same. ‘From a woman sin had its beginning and because of her we all die’, lamented Ben Sira two centuries before Jesus (Ecclus 24:25). A little later, the author of the Greek Book of Wisdom philosophically assigned the primary guilt for the mortal fate borne by mankind to Satan, the source of all evil: ‘Through the devil’s envy death entered the world’ (Wis 2:24). But in the eyes of St Paul, Adam, the forefather of the human race, bore full responsibility for the misery inflicted on his children: ‘Sin came into the world through one man and death through sin’ (Rom 5:12). Nevertheless, the first man was seen by Paul as the prototype of Christ, the last Adam, who remedied through his resurrection from the dead the lethal harm caused by the first Adam’s foolishness.

Unlike the Jews of the Old Testament period, the inhabitants of ancient Mesopotamia seem to have simply refused to accept their mortal destiny. In the famous epic of Gilgamesh, the age-old creation myth of the peoples living in the lands between the Tigris and the Euphrates, the hero Gilgamesh, first faced with death when he lost his friend Enkidu, set out at once in search of the secret of immortality. But Utnapishtim — the Noah of the Babylonian flood legend — whom the gods spared from death as a reward for his saving from drowning the world and its inhabitants, declined to divulge the precious mystery. So Gilgamesh and the people after him had to acquiesce in their mortal condition. The traffic into the Mesopotamian underworld was one-way only — it was a ‘land of no return’ –and the same is true of the infernal region of the Bible and the Hades of the Greeks. ‘Those who go down to Sheol do not come up’, scripture tells us (Job 7:9).

For a long period, the biblical Israelites accepted that the common lot of mankind consisted in a gloomy, sleepy, semi-conscious and chilly endless existence in the abode of the dead. Apart from one allusion in the New Testament to Christ’s preaching to the spirits gaoled in the netherworld, and unlike the Mesopotamian and Greek myths of the descent of various deities and heroes to Hades, Jewish tradition never describes any visit to the subterranean land of Sheol. The First Book of Enoch, where the antediluvian patriarch is shown the country of the dead, is a strange exception (see pp. 45 – 5). In mainstream Jewish thought, through the Old Testament period down to the beginning of the second century BC, all the humans of past ages were viewed as inheriting a diminished, joyless subsistence in a land of darkness into which they entered through the grave. God was consigned to oblivion in this ‘land of forgetfulness’ (Ps 88:12). He was unreachable among the shades; they neither worshipped him, nor could count on his helping hand. The various pagan religions honoured underworld deities, rulers of the realm of the dead: Nergal, Tammuz and Ereshkigal in Mesopotamia, Hades and Persephone among the Greeks and Pluto and Proserpina among the Romans. Jewish monotheism excluded this possibility and Sheol was in consequence a religionless, even Godless place: ‘From the dead, as from one who does not exist, thanksgiving has ceased’ (Ecclus 17:28).

This gloomy outlook on the destiny of the deceased — stoically accepted with blind resignation as the will of God — had a fortunate positive sequel; a renewed appreciation of this world with the recognition of the priceless religious potential of time. The true Creator was the God of the living and in the healthy realism of the ancient Hebrews religiousness could find expression only on this side of the grave. Hence the dream of the biblical Israelites — especially in the pre-exilic age, before the sixth century BC — was to enjoy a God-fearing, long and happy life amid their families and expect at the end, having reached the fullness of years, to join peacefully their predecessors in the ancestral tomb. According to the standard formula of the Old Testament, the Jewish kings ‘went to sleep with their fathers’ and were buried in the royal mausoleum. Prior to this pious reunion only those who were ‘alive and well’, rich or poor, kings or servants, had a chance to ‘sing the Lord’s praises’ (Ecclus 17:28).

During the years of the Babylonian exile the idea of renewed existence suddenly sprung up at the national level following the loss of Jewish independence in 587 BC. The prophet Ezekiel’s mystical vision of the revival of dry bones symbolized the resurrection from the dead of the people of Israel, really or figuratively slain by the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babel. But as well as this aspiration for collective renaissance we can find signs in post-exilic writings which show that individuals too yearned for escape from Sheol. In addition to man’s innate dread of death and its consequences, the urge for flight from the underworld derived from the religious person’s desire to go on praising, worshipping and giving thanks to the Lord. The Psalmist personified the devout Jew imagining himself in Sheol, and proclaiming there his wish to
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