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The uniqueness of Jesus Christ

Jesus lived in an obscure part of the globe under Roman rule 2000 years 

ago. He did not travel more than 200 miles on a single journey in his 

lifetime; he never wrote a book and did not speak a foreign language. He 

lived under the stigma of an illegitimate birth, was in public ministry for 

only three years, and died a criminal’s death. Yet his influence has spread 

far and wide throughout the world. Christians claim that this man was 

unique, and the evidence seems overwhelmingly to sustain it. Even those 

who would rather dismiss him have difficulty denying his incomparable 

mark on human history. As biblical scholar F.F. Bruce notes, “Some 

writers may toy with the fancy of a ‘Christ-myth,’ but they do not do so on 

the ground of historical evidence. The historicity of Christ is as axiomatic 

for an unbiased historian as the historicity of Julius Caesar.”

L.T. Jeyachandran, Christian Thinker
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The uniqueness of Jesus Christ

“He was the greatest human being who has ever lived. He was a moral 

genius. His ethical sense was unique. He was the intrinsically wisest 

person that I’ve ever encountered in my life or in my reading. His 

commitment was total and led to his own death, much to the detriment of 

the world.”

Charles Templeton, Skeptic
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The uniqueness of Jesus Christ – Easter 

Shocker!
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The uniqueness of Jesus Christ – Search for the 

Historical Jesus

The search started since they could not believe the text of the Scripture!

Various hypotheses have been put forward to try to explain who Jesus was and why his 

existence has left such a mark on history.
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Search for the Historical Jesus – False Sources

Professor Luke Johnson, a distinguished New Testament scholar at Emory University, points out 

that all books trying to debunk the Gospel picture of Jesus follow a very typical pattern: 

1. The book begins by trumpeting the scholarly credentials of the author and his prodigious 

research. 

2. The author claims to offer some new, and maybe even suppressed, interpretation of who 

Jesus really was. 

3. The truth about Jesus is said to be discovered by means of sources outside the Bible that 

enable us to read the gospels in a new way that is at odds with their face-value meaning. 

4. This new interpretation is provocative and even titillating, for example, that Jesus married 

Mary Magdalene or was the leader of a hallucinogenic cult or a peasant cynic philosopher. 

5. It is implied that traditional Christian beliefs are therefore undermined and need to be 

revised. 



7

Search for the Historical Jesus – Pattern of 

Authenticity

How can you identify legitimate sources?  Is the New Testament just propaganda for a new faith?  

Historians have struggled with this and came up with the following list that argue for 

authenticity of any work.

1. Historical fit: The incident fits in with known historical facts of the time and place. 

2. Independent, early sources: The incident is related in multiple sources, which are near to the 

time when the incident is said to have occurred and which don’t rely on each other or on a 

common source. Each book of the Bible could be an independent source. 

3. Embarrassment: The incident is awkward or counterproductive for the early Christian 

church. 

4. Dissimilarity: The incident is unlike earlier Jewish ideas and/ or unlike later Christian ideas.

5. Semitisms: Traces of Hebrew or Aramaic language (spoken by Jesus’ countrymen) appear in 

the story (behold, and it came to pass, Zechariah’s chiastic structure). 

6. Coherence: The incident fits in with facts already established about Jesus.

Exercise – Can you think of examples of these in the New Testament?  
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Search for the Historical Jesus – The Burden of 

Proof?
Where does the burden of proof lie?  

Skeptics always assume that the gospels are guilty until proven innocent, that is, they assume 

that the gospels are unreliable unless and until they are proven to be correct concerning some 

particular fact.  Here are some problems they have:

1. There was insufficient time for legendary influences to erase the core historical facts.

2. The gospels are not analogous to folk tales or contemporary “urban legends.” 

3. The Jewish transmission of sacred traditions was highly developed and reliable.

4. There were significant restraints on the embellishment of traditions about Jesus, such as 

the presence of eyewitnesses and the apostles’ supervision.

5. The gospel writers have a proven track record of historical reliability.

Everyone begins with a collection of biases. We must 

(to the best of our ability) resist the temptation to allow 

our biases to eliminate certain forms of evidence (and 

therefore certain conclusions) before we even begin 

the investigation.

Wallace, J. Warner (2013-01-01). Cold-Case Christianity: A 

Homicide Detective Investigates the Claims of the Gospels (p. 

28).  . Kindle Edition. 
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Search for the Historical Jesus – The Burden of 

Proof?

To insist that we ignore the New Testament and only go to writings in 

secular history are demanding that we ignore the earliest, primary sources 

about Jesus in favor of later, less reliable and second-hand accounts.  That 

would be crazy if you asked them to do it for any other work of ancient 

history!
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Legendary 

Development?  
Claim

• The image that we have of Jesus today is merely a well-developed legend that was iteratively 

created over time.  

Response

• The time gap is just too short between Jesus’ death and the writings.

• This point has been well explained by A. N. Sherwin-White in his book Roman Society and 

Roman Law in the New Testament. According to Sherwin-White, the sources for Roman and 

Greek history are usually biased and removed one or two generations or even centuries from 

the events they record. Yet, he says, historians reconstruct with confidence the course of 

Roman and Greek history. For example, the two earliest biographies of Alexander the Great 

were written by Arrian and Plutarch more than four hundred years after Alexander’s death, 

and yet classical historians still consider them to be trustworthy. 

• The fabulous legends about Alexander the Great did not develop until the centuries after 

these two writers. According to Sherwin-White…two generations is too short a time span to 

allow legendary tendencies to wipe out the hard core of historical facts. In fact, adding a time 

gap of two generations to Jesus’ death in AD 30 lands you in the second century, when the 

apocryphal gospels first begin to appear (Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Judas, Gospel of 

Phillip, etc.). These do contain all sorts of fabulous stories about Jesus, trying to fill in the 

years between his boyhood and the beginning of his ministry, for example. These are better 

candidates for the legends sought by the critics, not the biblical gospels.

• Mark and the Pauline letters were written very early.  Mark is conservatively dated at 60 A.D. 

(liberally at 70-90 A.D.).  
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Gospel Writer’s 

Reliability?  
Claim

• The Gospel writers are not reliable sources.  They likely did not even see the events they 

claim to report.

Response

• Luke is the gospel author who writes most self-consciously as a historian. In the preface to 

his work he writes: “1  Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the 

things that have been accomplished among us, 2  just as those who from the beginning were 

eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, 3  it seemed good to me 

also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for 

you, most excellent Theophilus, 4  that you may have certainty concerning the things you 

have been taught (Luke 1: 1– 4).”

• Beginning in the sixteenth chapter of Acts, when Paul reaches Troas in modern-day Turkey, 

the author suddenly starts using the first-person plural: “We set sail from Troas to 

Samothrace.”

• Sir William after 30 years of study - "Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his 

statements of fact trustworthy.. .this author should be placed along with the very greatest of 

historians.“

• Archaeologists at first believed Luke's implication wrong that Lystra and Derbe were in 

Lycaonia and Iconium was not (Acts 14:6). They based their belief on the writings of Romans 

such as Cicero who indicated that Iconium was in Lycaonia. Thus, archaeologists said the 

Book of Acts was unreliable. However, in 1910, Sir William Ramsay found a monument that 

showed that Iconium was a Phrygian city. Later discoveries confirm this.
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Is It wrong just 

to be skeptical just because the source is the 

Bible? 

Does it make sense to assume that sources are untrustworthy except where they can be proven 

accurate? As a thought experiment, consider what you know about your parents’ lives before 

you were born. Rule out everything they or any other family member has told you, as they are all 

biased. You can be sure of only what you can verify through evidence such as bank statements, 

legal deeds, letters, and the testimony of impartial witnesses.  What do you know about your 

parents?    
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Why should we 

embrace the authenticity of the Gospels ?

1. Empty Tomb

2. Post Mortem Appearances

3. Origin of the Resurrection Belief

This is the T.A.R. that skeptics cannot get out of…
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Evidence of an 

empty tomb

1. First, the historical reliability of the story of Jesus’ burial supports the empty tomb.

2. Jesus’ burial is reported in extremely early, independent sources (Mark ( and 1 Corinthians 

15 - Paul probably received this tradition no later than his visit to Jerusalem in AD 36 (Gal. 1: 

18), if not earlier in Damascus).

3. As a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin that condemned Jesus, Joseph of Arimathea is 

unlikely to be a Christian invention. Joseph is described as a rich man, a member of the 

Jewish Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin was a sort of Jewish high court, made up of seventy of the 

leading men of Judaism, which presided in Jerusalem. There was an understandable 

hostility in the early church toward the Jewish Sanhedrists. In Christian eyes, they had 

engineered a judicial murder of Jesus. The sermons in Acts, for example, go so far as to say 

that the Jewish leaders crucified Jesus (Acts 2: 23, 36; 4: 10)! Given his status as a 

Sanhedrist, Joseph is the last person you’d expect to care properly for Jesus.

4. The simplicity of the account in Mark.  It states the facts and nothing more.  

5. The tomb was probably discovered empty by women.

6. The earliest Jewish response to the proclamation of Jesus’ resurrection 

presupposes the empty tomb
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Evidence of an 

empty tomb

As a historical fact, this seems to be well established. According to Jacob Kremer, a New 

Testament critic who has specialized in the study of the resurrection: “By far most scholars hold 

firmly to the reliability of the biblical statements about the empty tomb.” In fact, in a survey of 

over 2,200 publications on the resurrection in English, French, and German since 1975, Gary 

Habermas found that 75 percent of scholars accepted the historicity of the discovery of Jesus’ 

empty tomb.  The evidence is so compelling that even a number of Jewish scholars, such as 

Pinchas Lapide and Geza Vermes, have declared themselves convinced on the basis of the 

evidence that Jesus’ tomb was found empty.

Craig, William Lane (2010-03-01). On Guard: Defending Your Faith with Reason 

and Precision (Kindle Locations 3840-3845). David C. Cook. Kindle Edition. 
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Evidence of 

post-mortem appearances

1. First, Paul’s list of eyewitnesses to Jesus’ resurrection appearances guarantees that such 

appearances occurred. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul gives a list of witnesses to Jesus’ 

resurrection appearances.

1. Appearance to Peter. We have no story in the gospels telling of Jesus’ appearance to 

Peter. But the appearance is mentioned here in the old Christian tradition quoted by 

Paul, which originated in the Jerusalem church, and it’s vouched for by the apostle 

Paul himself.

2. Appearance to the Twelve .

3. Appearance to five hundred brethren. The third appearance comes as somewhat of a 

shock: “Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time”! This is 

surprising, since we have no mention whatsoever of this appearance elsewhere in the 

New Testament.

4. Appearance to James. The next appearance is one of the most amazing of all: Jesus 

appeared to James, His younger brother. What makes this amazing is that apparently 

neither James nor any of Jesus’ younger brothers believed in Jesus during His lifetime 

(Mark 3: 21, 31– 35; John 7: 1– 10). Even the skeptical New Testament critic Hans Grass 

admits that the conversion of James is one of the surest proofs of the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.

5. Appearance to Saul of Tarsus. This event changed Saul’s whole life. He was a rabbi, a 

Pharisee, a respected Jewish leader. He hated the Christian heresy and did everything 

in his power to stamp it out. He tells us that he was even responsible for the execution 

of Christian believers. Then suddenly he gave up everything .
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Evidence of 

post-mortem appearances

The reasonable inference from the circumstantial evidence is that the 

Gospels were written very early in history, at a time when the original 

eyewitnesses and gospel writers were still alive and could testify to 

what they had seen.

Wallace, J. Warner (2013-01-01). Cold-Case Christianity: A Homicide Detective Investigates the Claims of the Gospels (p. 171). 

Kindle Edition. 



18

Search for the Historical Jesus – Evidence for 

the origin of the resurrection belief
If this was made up, they could have harmonized their material better.  Good 

propaganda gets cleaned up to only portray one desired image…

We all know that Christianity sprang into being sometime midway through the 

first century AD. Why did it come into existence? What caused this movement 

to begin? Even skeptical New Testament scholars recognize that the Christian 

faith owes its origin to the belief of the earliest disciples that God had raised 

Jesus of Nazareth from the dead. In fact, they pinned nearly everything on this 

belief.

To take just one example: their belief that Jesus was the Messiah. Jews had no 

conception of a Messiah who, instead of triumphing over Israel’s enemies, 

would be shamefully executed by them as a criminal. Messiah was supposed to 

be a triumphant figure who would command the respect of Jew and Gentile 

alike and who would establish the throne of David in Jerusalem. A Messiah who 

failed to deliver and to reign, who was defeated, humiliated, and slain by His 

enemies, is a contradiction in terms. 

It’s no surprise, therefore, that belief in Jesus’ resurrection was universal in the 

early Christian church. The traditional formula quoted in 1 Corinthians 15: 3– 7, 

in which the gospel is defined as the death, burial, resurrection, and 

appearances of Christ, shows that this understanding of the gospel goes right 

back to the very beginning of the church in Jerusalem. But the question is: How 

does one explain the origin of that belief?

Craig, William Lane (2010-03-01). On Guard: Defending Your 

Faith with Reason and Precision
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Search for the Historical Jesus – What Evidence 

Is the Best Evidence?

Which explanation of the evidence is the best? Historians weigh various factors in assessing 

competing hypotheses. Some of the most important are as follows: 

1. The best explanation will have greater Explanatory Scope than other explanations. That is, it 

will explain more of the evidence. 

2. The best explanation will have greater Explanatory Power than other explanations. That is, it 

will make the evidence more probable. 

3. The best explanation will be more Plausible than other explanations. That is, it will fit better 

with true background beliefs. 

4. The best explanation will be Less Contrived than other explanations. That is, it won’t require 

adopting as many new beliefs that have no independent evidence. 

5. The best explanation will be Disconfirmed by Fewer Accepted Beliefs than other 

explanations. That is, it won’t conflict with as many accepted beliefs. 

6. The best explanation will meet conditions 1– 5 so much better than the others that there’s 

little chance that one of the other explanations, after further investigation, will do better in 

meeting these conditions.

. 
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Resurrection 

Skeptics

Hypothesis 1 – The Conspiracy Hypothesis - According to this hypothesis, the disciples stole 

the body of Jesus and lied about His appearances , thus faking the resurrection. This was the 

very first counter explanation for the empty tomb, as we’ve seen, and it was revived during the 

eighteenth century by European deists. 

Hypothesis 2 - Apparent Death Hypothesis. Critics around the beginning of the nineteenth 

century claimed that Jesus was not completely dead when He was taken down from the cross. 

He revived in the tomb and escaped to convince His disciples He had risen from the dead.

Hypothesis 3 – Displaced Body Hypothesis - In one of the few modern Jewish attempts to deal 

with the facts concerning Jesus’ resurrection, Joseph Klausner in 1922 proposed that Joseph of 

Arimathea placed Jesus’ body in his tomb temporarily, due to the lateness of the hour and the 

closeness of his own family tomb to the place of Jesus’ execution. But then he moved the 

corpse later to the criminals’ common graveyard.

Hypothesis 4 – Hallucination Hypothesis - In his book The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined 

(1835), David Strauss proposed that the resurrection appearances were merely hallucinations on 

the part of the disciples. The most prominent defender of this view today is the German New 

Testament critic Gerd Lüdemann..
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Resurrection Is 

The Best Option!

Simon Greenleaf, famous Harvard professor of law, says: "All that Christianity asks of men . . . 

is, that they would be consistent with themselves; that they would treat its evidences as they 

treat the evidence of other things; and that they would try and judge its actors and witnesses, as 

they deal with their fellow men, when testifying to human affairs and actions, in human tribunals. 

Let the witnesses be compared with themselves, with each other, and with surrounding facts 

and circumstances; and let their testimony be sifted, as if it were given in a court of justice, on 

the side of the adverse party, the witness being subjected to rigorous cross-examination. The 

result, it is confidently believed, will be an undoubting conviction of their integrity, ability, and 

truth."

McDowell, Josh (1992-09-01). Evidence That Demands a Verdict, 1: Historical 

Evidences for the Christian Faith (p. 259). Thomas Nelson. Kindle Edition.

Conclusion?

Jesus is authentically unique!
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Search for the Historical Jesus – Resources


