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The arguments in the manuscript attempt to prove the historiciry of the Crucifixion and 

Resurrection. Largely an investigation of the time penod of the Passion Week, this Master's 

Thesis project gathers information on coordinating dates fiom various calendar systems that 

impact on the choice of the day, month, and year of this crucial point in Christian history. It also 

considers historical data, both Christian and outside the Christian realm of influence, 

astronomical and meteorological data and calculations, folklore of various world religious 

groups. and the impact on the lives of those who were directly. or very closely, impacted by this 

event. as illustrated by the biblical record. 

One is unlikely to discover such an eclectic range of material pertaining to the 

Crucifixion and Resurrection in one place. Underlying this study is the thought that there must 

be a reason why God has chosen to obscure this pivotai date in the relationship between Himself 

and hurnanity in the ashes of history. This study advances the search for that elusive date. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

General Statement of the Problem Area 

Many biblical scholars, archeologists, and histonans over the last century have 

expended a great deal of energy trying to "pin d o m "  the time of the crucifixion. Trying to 

solve the date of the crucifixion afler 1 had looked at al1 the theories, beliefs, and 

investigations became an intriguing study that produced more theories than facts. and in the 

end little understanding of why this hinge date of hurnanityts time on earth is buried in tiie 

dust of history! The study is made even more complex by the fact that deciphering the date 

involves CO-ordinating at least six different calendar systems, (Jewish, Babylonian. Julian. 

Gregorian, Egyptian, and Qumranian), reviewing the actions and phases of the moon, 

considering whether or not the weather was good and the skies clear at that time, and also 

wondering where those who made, what are now considered historic cornrnents, were at this 

momentous moment in history. Controversy over the date abounds because of the way we 

count days, question which day of the week certain events happened, and wonder at the 

uncertainty of the month and the year. BiblicaI information seems to be at odds between 

what the Synoptic writee and what John has to Say. Histoncal considerations such as 

concurrent events, customs of the day, and penod writings by non-Biblical writers also add to 

the mix of information that are factors in determining the specific date of the crucifixion. 

Even the term "sabbath" plays an interesting and uncertain role in the unfolding of events. 



And now. in the late twentieth century, added to al1 this, some erninent scholars 

profess that the resurrection never happened at all. Henry N. Weiman writes 

Afier the crucifixion came the resurrection. The resurrection was an 
expenence the disciples had three days afier the temble shock of Jesus' death 
on the cross. It took that long for the nurnbness of the shock to Wear away so 
that they could again respond to one another and to the past in a way that they 
had done in their living fellowship with Jesus. So vivid and so powemil was 
this recovery of the kind of interchange with one another that they had had 
when Jesus was dive with them that it produced a feeling of his actual 
presence with them in bodily form. Many have had this experience d e r  the 
death of someone deeply involved with their lives. Either they had this 
psychological illusion, which would be very natural, or, what is more likely, 
when they tried to tell of their experience the only way they could tell it was 
in words that led others to think they were speaking of the bodily presence. 
This would most likely happen after the story had passed through many 
mouths in an age that believed bodies rose fiom the dead.' 

Another eminent scholar and theologian, Rudol f Bultman, didn't help faithfbl 

conservative Christian scholars when he wrote 

The church had to surmount the scanda1 of the cross and did it in the Easter 
faith (i.e. the belief in Jesus1 bodily resurrection). How this act of decision 
took place in detail. how the Easter faith arose in individual disciples, has 
been obscured in the tradition (Le. the gospel accounts) by legend and is not 
of basic importance.' 

Great as these two theologians may seem to be, they are not presenting anything new 

in their ideas. Some in the early Corinthian church were already faltering, embarrassed by 

this part of the Christian message because it ran counter to prevailing Greek philosophy that 

rejected the notion of bodily resurrection. Because they wanted to be accepted by their peers, 

they moved this tmth fiom the "essential" to the "relatively unimportant" category. 

As amazing as this may seem, we see history repeat itself in the twentieth century. 

Granted that the context of arguments against the possibility of a resurrection are different 

now than they were in the first centuy, the embarrassrnent that some apparently feel 



regarding the miracle of the resurrection event still penists. Today, many, perhaps a majority 

of both Protestant and Roman Catholic theologians and clergy regard Jesus' bodily 

resurrection as an unimportant and embarrassing feature o f  Christianity to be explained away. 

They may publicly claim they believe it, but their writings reveal a very different view. A 

disapprcuing theolcgim, Mw:in Moore witrs, "nese doubtuig scholars, if or rvhen t!.q 

might at least acknowledge the crucifixion, claim that the story of lesus' resurrection was just 

a face-saving device that the disciples invented to cover up their embarrassrnent over this 

execution on the cross."' Modem theologians. drawing heavily on and building on the 

scientific sophistication and arrogance of our generation, suggest the idea that everything c m  

be explained, that miracles are not possible, and that the New Testament story is the 

fabrication of this man Jesus and his followers in the attempt to establish a new religion. 

Second to this, religious scholan have long ago concluded that the narratives of the 

birth and death of Jesus are so loaded with typology and mystical symbolism that it is 

impossible to tell which of the events, except the birth itself, actuaily took place. One 

chapter in this research paper examines recent events and the quotes of sorne theologians 

denying the historicity of the resurrection. However, since my purpose is to confirm the 

resurrection, little credence is put in what these scholan Say. Equally credible scholars, who 

are univenity professors, have research published and are respected for their views are 

quoted to support this text's position. 

The gospel accounts of the crucifixion have a much different tone. They read like a 

narrative, and although some events are typologically interpreted? the events themselves are 

quite plausible. The star of Bethlehem may be meta-historical, but the crucifixion is 



generally accepted as a historical datum. The date on which it occurred is thus important for 

a nurnber of historical. theological and symbolic reasons. 

Paul teaches a veiy different version of both the story and the results of not believing 

in this event. 1 Corinthians 15: 12-1 4 states that if Jesus wasn't raised, Christianity is 

empty/worthless (vain). Paul expiains why in v. 15, where he states that the whole New 

Testament would have to have been wrïtten by liars. Scholars can't say that the apostles were 

merely mistaken that they were false witnesses about this most important issue. Verse 16 and 

17 basically states that a believer's faith is worthless if the resurrection is fiot a fact because 

their sins will not have been forgiven. Verse 18 goes on to Say that if this is me,  Chnstians 

who have died physically are permanently dead. The sole ba is  for a believer's hope in future 

resurrection is in Christ's res~rrection.~ If Jesus didnlt rise out of the grave, al1 are left with 

no evidential basis for an afierlife. And if there is no aflerlife, living Chnstians have no 

reason to serve God. If that is really the case. society should shut down al1 the churches and 

send this illegitimate clergy out to look for real jobs, because they are taking their pay under 

false pretenses! And finally, in verse 19, if Jesus didn't rise fiom the grave. Chnstians are not 

to be admired for their faith. They are pathetic fools who engage in wishful thinking! 

According to Paul. if believers give this away, they give away the farm! If they compromise 

this truth for the sake of cultural relevance. they have lost anythng to give their culture. Just 

as one's ability to make a bank withdrawal is dependent on the record of an actual deposit, 

the spiritual benefits of Christianity are dependent on sornething that actually took place in 

history. This project is about proving the historicity of this event. 



At the Base of the ProbIem 

Bible references do not make the problem easy. For instance. it is not easy to 

reconcile the statements given in the Bible regarding the crucifixion and the resurrection 

with Our current twentieth century western traditions. And thus, we corne to the very base of 

the p h l e m :  

For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, 
so will the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth 
(Man. 1 M O ) .  

These words of Jesus, spoken to some scribes and Pharisees, are the basis of a huge 

problem for students of Christianity. Biblical students who take the Bible literally see 

whatever the Bible teaches as tnith, and attempt to formulate their understanding of events 

from the Biblical story. However. no matter how one adds it up. with our present 

understanding one cannot make "three days and three nights" pass in the span of Friday 

aflemoon to early Sunday moming. Other scholars of the Biblical story suggest a variety of 

different things. Bishop John Spong suggests that the "three days and three nights" is an 

eschatological symbol that was well-known. marking the final things at the end of the world 

in Jewish rnythology.5 Spong then suggests that as time passed this terni was harmonized 

with the term "on the third daytt6 This, as we shall see, is a weak argument for the 

crucifixion/resurrection time line for barely thirty-six hours pass between the crucifixion and 

the resurrection. Beyond this point Spong's research withers away and his scholarship 

provides no helpful clues, for he digs no M e r  in attempting to understand the actual 

happening of this event. John Dominic Crossan argues against both the crucifixion and the 

resurrection. His handling of the "three days," this time from Matthew's Gospel, is simply 



an instrument to signify that "by that time Jesus will be securely dead."' The guard was there 

for three days simply as witness that the body is really and irrevocably a corpse so that the 

disciples cannot resuscitate Jesus and remove him. Thereafter, the people, finding an empty 

tomb and already repentant because of the "exceeding great signs" at Jesus' death, rnight 

helieve ' d l  hy themselves~ that Jesus had risen h m  the dead. Their plan, in other words, is 

to prevent resuscitation by the disciples from becorning interpreted as resurrection by the 

8 people. 

The first task. as a literalist, is to find some supporting and corresponding 

documentation regarding the three days. Tnat task is a srnall problem for the reference to 

"three days" (in the tomb) is common and found in many different places in the Bible. 

Some examples are: 

And he began to teach them that the Son of man must suffer many 
things. and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes. and 
be killed, and after three davs nse again (Mark 8:3 1). 

The Son of man will be delivered into the hands of men, and they will 
kill hirn, and when he is killed, after three davs he will nse (Mark 9:3 1). 

Behold. we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of man will be 
delivered ro the chief priests and scribes. and they will condemn hirn to 
death, and deliver him to the Gentiles: and they will mock him and spit upon 
him. and scourge him, and kill him; and afler three davs he will rise 
(Mark 10:33-34). 

This sounds like Jesus was in the tomb for seventy-two hours. If we accept that Jesus 

was crucified on Friday aflernoon, then that would have His resmction on late Monday 

afiemoon. This is not what most Christians believe, for they place their faith in a Sunday 

moming resurrection. So sure are they of this that they violate the fourth commandment and 



establish as their day of worship the fist day of the week (Sunday) in honor of Christ's 

resurrection, now calling it "The Day of the Lord." How is this possible? 

There are aiso a few dissenten who have opted for Thursdayg or even ~ e d n e s d a ~ ' ~  as 

the day of crucifixion, chiefly on the basis of Matt. 12:40. "The Son of Man will be in the 

k a r t  cf the e -u t  hthree dzys md ~hxee niglhts." -4. bzcb.wd cdculation h m  Sztixday ri&t 

through Friday night could lead to the conclusion that Jesus had to be in the tomb Thunday 

night to fulfill the prophecy (or even Wednesday night in light of Man. 28: 1. which has the 

women coming to the tomb just d e r  Sabbath is over and Sunday is beginning, and thus 

before Saturday night time). But that prophetic word is based explicitly on Jonah (2: 1) 

having been in the beily of the fish three days and three nights and is secondary to the 

prophecies of the Son of Man being raised on the third day which make resurrection by 

Sunday reconcilable with death and burial on b rida^.' ' 

So before us is the very base of the problem. Equally intriguing is the search for the 

year of the crucifixion, with date theories ranging al1 the way from 21 C.E. to 36 C.E. Part of 

the confusion here rests on the fact that we are not even really sure what year Jesus was bom, 

but that becomes a whole new topic. Just to add to the confusion we must aiso consider the 

month problem for some calendars had an "extra" month thrown in occasionally to bring the 

calendar in sync with the earth's orbital position. 

The Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to provide an analysis and exposition of the debate of the 

late twentieth century regarding the historicity of the crucifixion and the resurrection. Recent 

eminent theologians who disbelieve in the miraculous occurrence of the resurrection have, 



through their writings, hijacked the comerstone of the Christian faith. By exarnining a 

myriad of sources and evaluating the theories that are currently circulating, this research will 

harmonize Jesus Christ's crucifixion and resurrection with the Bible story. 1 will attempt to 

push the envelope of current knowledge by suggesting a date for this momentous event that 

chz'nged how God ~nderstmdr x d  ~ESQXC~S h~mwity !O ded ?vit!? Xim. Pcrhvs, F for the fint 

time, this research will gather together information and theories that are presently scattered 

far and wide regarding the diverse beliefs conceming the cnicifixion/resurrection event. 

Personal Interest in the Subject 

The resurrection, for me. is the reason that 1 am a Christian. Without establishing the 

fact of Jesus' resurrection, the precursor of my own possible resunection to "heaven," there is 

no reason to believe in this religion called Christianity. The teachings previously mentioned 

regarding 1 Corinthians 15: 14- 1 9 have been seriously taken to hem. Also, Chnstianity, for 

me, is a life-style choice that has certain requirements that set my life somewhat apart from 

the social norm. (1 am a Seventh Day Adventist, hence a Sabbath keeper.) Sometimes, living 

up to these life-style choices is not easy, and in many ways choosing the alternative wouid be 

easier. Why would 1 (and my family) continue to give tithes and offerings, and attend 

worship and praise services on a weekly bais when relaxing and the beach beckon? Why 

would we fiequently adjust our agendas to attend seasonal rituals if al1 this is a lie? More 

irnportantly, since I ultimately believe that it is the hand of God that has guided the writen of 

the Bible, why would 1 want to dedicate my life to a lia.? Why would anyone want to build a 

relationship with a God they can't trust? If one part of the Bible is proven to be untrue, then it 

is only a matter of time before something else will be accepted as an untruth also. Believing 



in, and hence proving the historicity of the resurrection, is an integral part of definhg who 1 

am. So far. 1 am not willing to give up on the relationship with Christ and live with the 

alternative option. 

Identification of the Methodology to be Used 

The research for this thesis is being done by reviewing various forms of literature and 

perhaps for the first time collecting a synopsis of various theones in one place. Nowhere 

have 1 yet come across a collection of such a dialectic range of material and nowhere have 1 

found any attempt to harmonize ail of the matenal. 

Summary of the Results 

An interesting aspect of this research is that this writer has come away from the study 

with different conclusions than those suggested by many of the eminent scholars that 1 have 

referenced as resource material. One of the reasons for this different conclusion is that 1 

believe that the Bible defines itself and gives supporting evidence. What appears to be 

controverting evidence needs to be exarnined carefblly, for my faith believes that God's hand 

overrides the production of the Bible, and there is no way that He will present material that 

might in some way make sornething else untrue. Thus, wherever possible, harmonization 

will be used to give an explanation of the same event descnbed by two or more different 

writers. Appended to this work is a chart harmonizing the Gospel accounts. 

Secondly, while i am still very committed to sabbath observance, this research has 

uncovered the possibility that the way of determining the sabbat. h o u  may have been in 

contention as early as the times of the synoptic gospel writers. Samuele Bacchiocchi presents 



very valid arguments and draws interesting conclusions that pose significant points for 

thought regarding my own church's organization. For me, his arguments have Ied to 

questioning the validity of noting the differences between denorninations and the importance 

of dwelling on the common focus of Christianity which ultimately is Jesus Christ. 

And finally. different theories will be presented so that my reader feels some of the 

confusion that builds up around this study. In some respects though, it is an attempt to lay 

others' theories before the reader and then, hopefully, persuade them to the reasonableness of 

the conclusions that are reached in this work. Most of d l ,  enjoy! Ultimately, the conclusions 

here. also, are only theories, laid out with the best possible reasoning and the broadest scope 

of sources, but still waiting for confirmation fiom the only source that is iikely to ever sort 

this out. Hopefully. that is the event in our minds worth being concemed about! 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A bnef discussion of the key literature relating to the subject matter of the study 

Many books and articles have been read and researched for pertinent information 

regarding this topic. The literature fdls into two categories: fint the matenal that is the 

product of those who deny the historicity of the Bible and set out at every instance to 

reconstnict the histoncal Bible story. This group of writers acquire their theological ideas 

fiom the cntical German traditions of the last one hundred years. The representative writers 

documented here include John Dorninic Crossan - once a Catholic priest, Bishop John Shelby 

Spong - a bishop in the Episcopalian (Anglican) Church of the USA, others from the Jesus 

Seminar (world-wide) tradition, and still others who have participated in the "Jesus at 2000" 

symposium, Oregon State University? 1996, and the "Resurrection Summit" at the Seminary 

of the Catholic Archdiocese of New York. in April of 1996. These scholars are light years 

away from this writer's line of thought and acknowledgement of their work is only given as a 

signal that this witer is aware that many diverse views exist. It is natural then not to expect 

pertinent information regarding the crucifixion or the resurrection as a histoncal event from 

wnten who are pretty forthright in denying the sarne. 



Material Relating to the Subject -- in opposition 

The Apostle Paul insisted the Risen Christ is the center of the Christian &th, the 

mystery without which there would be no church. no hope of etemal life, no living Christ to 

encounter in euchanstic bread and wine. By any rneasure, the resurrection of Jesus is the 

mort radical of CMstim doctrines. Hir teîchings, His c~inpassion for ohers, even His 

martyr's death al1 find parallels in other stones and religious tradition, but of no other 

historicai figure has the daim been made persistently that God has raised him fiom the dead. 

From the very beginning, the resurrection of Jesus was met by doubt and disbeiief. 

To the Jews of Biblical Jerusalem, it was simply blasphemous for the renegade Chnstians to 

daim that a crucified criminal was the Messiah. To the cultivated Greeks, who beiieved in 

the soul's immortality. the very idea of a resurrected body was repugnant. Even arnong 

Gnostic Christians of the second century, the preferred view was that Jesus was an irnrnortal 

spirit who merely discarded his mottai cloak. However, for New Testament believers, the 

appearance of the Resunected Christ lit the flame of the Christian faith, and the power of the 

Holy Spirit fired a motley band of fearfil disciples to proclaim the Risen Jesus throughout the 

Greco-Roman world. 

Over the eons every generation has reinterpreted for itself the meaning of Jesus; it's 

one way to keep faith, and traditions, alive. Present day Easters see believen head for church 

and even lapsed Christians acknowledge the season by preparing holiday lambs. Seasoned 

academics, moa of hem seeing themselves as committed Christians, do battie. Over the last 

one hundred fifty to two hundred years, scholars trained in the liberal Gexman tradition have 

questioned the historicity of the resunection as well as the possibility of miracles. Coming 



out of that tradition over the past fifieen years, scholars, both participants in and influenced 

by the Jesus Seminar and aided and abetted by the media that thrives on sensationalism, have 

published more than two dozen books and scores of footnoted articles, initiating a fierce 

debate over the Risen lesus. In their relentless search for "the historical Jesus." various 

Biblical scholars argue that the Gospel stories of the ernpty tamh and Jesus' pst-tesurrection 

appearances are fictions devised long d e r  his death to justify claims of his divinity. To hear 

them tell it. the Resurrection is an embarrassrnent to the modem mind and a disservice to the 

itinerant Jewish preacher fiom rural Galilee. 

Now, as before therefore, Jesus lives in controveny. The questioning could not be 

more basic, more subversive, or more relevant to believen and professionai critics alike. 

What c m  be known about the real Jesus? Can the iiistorical Jesus be separated fiorn the 

Eüsen Chnst of faith? Does Christianity owe its origins to the Resurrection? What do 

Christians mean when they c l a h  that Jesus rose fiom the dead and ascended into heaven? 

Must a Christian believe in Jesus' bodily resurrection? 

Most Christians still believe in the Risen Jesus. For fundamentalists, the Bible is as 

good as its word. Since the Scriptures Say Jesus retumed physically 6om the dead. then that's 

what happened. But very few Christians are literalists at this point, and among Christians 

there is a range of opinions on what the Resurrection means. For example, a Hamis poll 

taken in 1994 found 87 percent of Americans believe that Jesus was raised fiom the dead. 

But a survey conducted in March 1996 by the Barnes Research Croup, a conservative 

Christian organization in GlendaIe, Califomia, finds that 30 percent of "bom again" 

Christians do not believe that Jesus came back to physical life after he was crucified." 



It is probably a safe bet that it is the modem scholar that is influencing Christians in 

what they believe. German New Testament scholar Gerd Ludernann? a visiting professor at 

Vanderbilt Divinity school, thinks the Resurrection is "an empty formula" that must be 

rejected by anyone holding a "scientific world view." In his latest book, What R e a l l ~  

Haooened to Jesus: A Historical Aaoroach (Westminster John Knox Press). Ludernann 

argues that Jesus1 body "rotted away" in the tomb. The Risen Christ that appeared to the 

Apostle Peter, according to Ludemann, whose book evoked a roar of protest from German 

Christians, (as it was designed to do?) was a subjective "vision" produced by Peter's 

overwhelming grief and "guilt" for having denied Iesus when he was arrested. For the 

Apostle Paul, who had previously persecuted Christians. his vision of the Risen Jesus was the 

resolution of an unconscious "Christ complex." And what the New Testament describes as 

Jesus' appearance to "more than 500" followen was a "rnass ecstasy." In short, this modem 

version of events re&ces the Risen Christ to a series of interpsychic experiences that 

produced in the disciples a renewed sense of missionary zeai and spiritual self-~onfidence.'~ 

For John Dominic Crossan. a prolific w-riter/Biblical scholar at DePaul University in 

Chicago and former Roman Catholic priest, the tomb of Iesus was indeed empty. The 

reason: his body had already been devoured by wild dogs-a fate. claims Crossan, typical of 

cnicified Roman criminals. There were no post-Resurrection appearances either, not even 

visions or ecstacies; Crossan does not believe that any of these S~O+S fiom the New 

Testament have historical roots. in a recent book, Who Killed Jesus? (Harper Collins, 

1995), Crossan argues that "the Easter fai th... did not begin on Easter Sunday." Rather, it 

began during Jesus' lifetime in rural Galilee. According to Crossan's histokal 



reconstruction, Jesus was a peasant philosopher preaching an inclusive kingdom of God 

arnong Israel's outcasts. Although Jesus' revolutionary agenda challenged the Jewish 

religious establishment of his day, Crossan insists that only the Romans were responsible for 

his death. Crossan notes that eventually, the original Jesus movement died too, a 

consequence of a developing Christian establishment that transfomecl the human Jesus into a 

divine Son of ~ o d . ' "  

Does this sound familiar? In their basic conclusions, contemporary questers 

for the historical Jesus in rnany ways echo the findings of earlier generations of Biblical 

skeptics. More than 1 50 years ago, David Friedrich Strauss published The Li fe of Jesus 

Cnticali~ Exarnined. which argued that early Christians appiied to Jesus al1 the myihs that 

had accumulated about the expected  ess si ah.'' Today, scholars in search of the Jesus behind 

the "myths" have more exacting-critical tools for dissecting sacred texts. They also rely on 

recently discovered texts. such as Gnostic Gospels and the Dead Sea Scrolls. From these, 

critics fashion rather different biographies of Jesus than those found in the Gospels of 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 

According to one best seller, Jesus and the Riddle of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Harper 

Collins, 1992), the historical Jesus was really "the wicked priestl' mentioned in the scrolls of 

the Essene sect at Qumran. In this exposé Australian author Barbara Thiering uses the scrolls 

to d o c k  what she considers the secret story encoded in the canonical Christian Scriptures. 

What they reveal is that Jesus was actually crucified at Qumran and buried in a cave by the 

Dead Sea. But, she argues, He only appeared to be dead, thanks to a slow-acting poison 

administered to Him on the cross. Later, Simon Magus, a magician mentioned in the New 



Testament. gave Jesus a purgative and some myrrh to sooth his mucous membranes. Thus 

revived. Jesus went on to m a n y  Mary Magdalene, father three children, divorce her and 

many Lydia another minor New Testament figure. Eventually he died in ~ 0 r n e . l ~  

However fancifui. al1 these efforts at recovenng the historical Jesus share certain 

assumptions that even more traditional scholars readily accept. Al1 agree that the New 

Testament was created by believers whose main concem was to preach the "good news" of 

Jesus Christ. Ali recognize that the Gospel narratives were composed fiom oral traditions at 

least 40 years after the death of Jesus. each with its own theological bent. A11 accept the fact 

that the Gospel stories--1ike the Epistles and Luke's Acts of the Apodes--reflect 

controveeies within the early church. All acknowledge that the New Testament authors 

interpreted Jesus in light of various images and beliefs from the Hebrew Scriptures, and dl 

are trained in the intricate histoncal-critical method of placing specific scriptural passages 

in their historical context." 

According to this elaborate academic protocol, the Resurrection is ruled "a priori" 

(valid independently of observation and experience) out of court because it transcends time 

and space. Historians then have to find another reason to explain the ongins of Christianity. 

Thus the Gospel's narrative frame is discarded and the pieces of Scripture are reshuffled to 

reveal the scholar's own "historical"   es us. ' * In some ways, this is what the Gospels do 

themselves. Each of them is a written composition that brings together parables and stories, 

events and theological assertions that existed earlier ody in oral form. Each offers different 

facets and insights into a figure who otherwise slips into the crevices of first-century 

Palestine. What holds these pieces together is the belief that the Risen Christ is living yet-a 



belief that many contemporary reconstnictors do not share. 

Even the most orthodox Scnpture scholars recognize that the brief, almost enigmatic 

accounts of Jesus' Resurrection and its aftermath are h u g h t  with special problems for the 

historians. For one thing, there were no witnesses to the Resurrection. As lgnatius of 

Antioch aptly put it less than a centu- Iater, "Jesus rose in the silence of God. and no New 

Testament writer describes what happened." For another. the post-liesurrection stories 

contain a variety of factual discrepancies about the main characten, places, times and the 

messages attributed to the Risen Jesus. For example, the Gospel of Matthew has Jesus 

appearing first to Mary Magdalene and other women. Luke gives the first appearance to 

Peter. and (with the exception of a later addition to his Gospel) Mark contains no 

post-Resurrection appearances at all. Luke's Gospel says that Jesus appeared to the apostles 

in the Jerusalem area; Matthew says it was in Galilee. In short, the post-Resurrection 

narratives are ambiguous stories allowing ample room for historians to imagine what really 

took 

However, there is one point where scholars are unanimous: resurrection does not 

mean the resuscitation of a corpse. It is not as if "the sou1 of Jesus left his body and then 

renirned to it like something going out of the house at night and coming back in the 

morning," says Father Gerald OfCollins, a specialist on the Resurrection at the Jesuits' 

Gregorian University in Rome. "We are talking about a glonfied body, one that has been 

transformed by the power of ~ o d . ' ~ '  The Gospels themselves admit to various 

interpretations. On the one hanci, they describe the Risen Jesus eating with his disciples. In 

John's Gospel, the apostle known as "doubting" Thomas refuses to believe that Jesus has 



returned from the dead until Christ allows him to put his finger into the hole in his side, 

where a soldier's lance had jierced him during his slow death on the cross. 

On the other hand, several Gospel stories clearly indicate that Jesus' resurrected body 

was not at al1 like normal hurnan flesh. He mystenously appears and disappears, passes 

through closed doors and, as in his appearance to two disciples on the road to Emmaus, often 

goes unrecognized by his own close companions. To some theologians, this suggests that 

only those of deep faith actually saw Jesus and then only in a God-given vision. Indeed, most 

scholars believe that in Paul's case, that is exactly what happened.2' 

After 150 years of scholarly search, there are signs that the quest for the "historical" 

Jesus has reached a dead end. There have been no new data on the person of Jesus since the 

Gûspels were written. And though scholars continue to piece together information from 

archeology and other disciplines, these are valuable chiefly for fashioning a better 

understanding of Christian origins and how the Gospels, in particular, were composed. In the 

best of the recent flow of books, The Real Jesus (Harper Collins, 1997), Luke Timothy 

Johnson offen a devastating critique of these scholars who prefer their own reconstmctioned 

Jesuses to the one attested in the New Testament. As Johnson demonstrates, truth is not 

always historical. and what seerns warranted by historical evidence does not always turn out 

to be true. Unfortunately, apart fiom what is found in Scripture, there is linle one can Say 

about the identity of Jesus. Like Socrates, Jesus is inscribed in the words of those who wrote 

about him, and &l of them proclaimed his Resurrection from the dead. 



The Resurrection is not al1 that they proclaimed. They also clairned "that after his 

death [Jesus] entered into an entirely new form of existence, one in which He s h e d  power 

with God and in which He could share that power with othen," Johnson writes. In the New 

Testament, Jesus' death and resurrection are united with his ascension and the apostles' 

Pentecost experience. As Johnson puts it. "The sharing in Jesus' new life through the power 

of the Holy Spirit is an essential dimension of the Resurrection." It's this writer's bet that not 

many of our present-day scholars can or will accept that belief. But without it, there is no 

Easter. 

And finally, just to be clear, it is iiilperative to narne some of the twentieth century's 

reconstructors of their own historical Jesus. Household names to the readers of the popular 

press. it is these writers who have not advanced the real story of God's plan and His historical 

Jesus. Little materid in their writings ever engages the crucifixion or resurrection as an 

actual event planned From before the creation story. However, as a defense against current 

popular academic Jesus studies, it is essential that we are aware of these writers agendas. 

Perhaps the first writer of this century needing consideration was Albert Schweitzer, 

whose book The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906) attempted to instill a strong sense of 

theological irrelevance to historical Jesus research. Painted as a mistaken apocalypticist by 

Schweitzer, Jesus is seen as both proclaiming the imminent end of the world and deliberately 

seeking to bnng it about by undergoing the suffering of the end-tirne in his own person." 

Rudolf Bultmann followed with his writing of The Historv of the Snio~tic Tradition 

(1921). His study of how the traditions about Jesus developed during the oral penod 



suggested that very Iittle of he preaching and teaching of Jesus as reported in the gospels can 

be traced back to Jesus himself. The historical skepticism engendered by Bultmann's 

form-critical work was reinforced after World War II by redaction criticisrn, the study of how 

the evangelists modified and shaped traditions they received to adapt them to their own times 

and convictions. It hecxme very c!ear that ewytting in the gospels--flot just the doctrinal 

and supematural elements, but also Jesus' teaching--was thoroughly shaped by the 

experiences, situations, and theological beliefs of the early Christian communitie~.~ 

Burton Mack sketches a very different image of Jesus. His is an image of Jesus as a 

"Cpic sage" or "Cynic teacher." more Hellenistic than Jewish, in a thoroughly Hellenized 

Galilee. Mack's book Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Orieins (1988), is a 

provocative study of Christian origins up to the time of Mark's gospel. It includes a history of 

Jesus movements and "Christ cults" in the first ceiitury as well as a detailed story of the 

primary foms in which the synnptic tradition took place. Thus most of the book is not about 

 esu us.^' 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza's In Memory of Her (1 983) presents a picture of Jesus 

simply as a wisdom prophet and founder of a Jewish renewal movement with a socially 

radical vision and praxis. Jesus and his movement were intrinsically sociopolitical, 

challenging both the ideology and pmvis of the dominant ethos of the Jewish social world. 

Her angle of vision is feminist: she brings to her reading of the New Testament texts the 

awareness that these te- not only "see" fiom the male prospective, but to varying degrees 

reflect the patriarchal social world out of which they corne. A critical feminist reading 

therefore does not see the texts themselves as normative (theologically or historically), but 



seeks to reconstruct the social reality behind the texts." 

Marcus Borg has two books where he develops his portrait of Jesus. The first, 

Conflict. Holiness and Politics in the Teachinps of Jesus (1984), and the second, Jesus. A 

New Vision (1987), concem themselves with four main aspects of Jesus: he was a 

charismatic healer or "holy person," a subversive sage who undermined conventional wisdom 

and taught an alternative wisdom. a social prophet, and an initiation of a movement the 

purpose of which was the revitalization of 1srae1.~~ 

Richard Horsley is the last of the reconstructon that 1 will mention. He made Jesus' 

engagement with his social world centrai to his portrait of Jesus. His four works include: 

Bandits. Fro~hetç. and Messiahs (1985), The Liberation of Christmas: The Infancv Narrative 

in Social Context ( 1989). Jesus and the Spiral of Violence (1 987), and Sociologv and the 

Jesus Movement (1989). In these works, Honley portrays Jesus as a social prophet standing 

in the radical prophetic tradition of ~srael." 

In summary, these writers have little to offer the direction of this research which is to 

determine the factualness of the crucifixion and the resurrection and the tirne line 

surrounding it. 

Material Relating to the Subject -- in support 

The second goup of writen are the apologists of the Christian faith who believe the 

Bible presentation is the word of God, is unerring, and is in fact a document of what 

happened accurately portrayed. This paper is going to rely heavily on the work that they have 

done. Samuele Bacchiocchi, fiom Andrews University (Seventh Day Adventist), stuâied 
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primarily at the Gregorian University in the Vatican, and was perhaps the only Protestant 

theologia. to ever graduate from this university. His work was a great help in detemiining 

the day of the crucifixion. His study came at the request of membee of the World Wide 

Church of God. Francis Nicol's work in editing The Seventh Dav Adventist Bible 

Comrnentarv was paramount in pointing me to others who were similarly interested in this 

topic. Raymond E. Brown's monumental study The Death of the Messiah pphical ly  

illustrated cornplicated relationships in calendars and time lines and was significant in 

supplying some persona1 clarity for this project. Wide-ranging magazine article searches 

have turned up extrabiblical information that have argued everything from astronomical 

calculations to reasonings that Christ wasn't crucified, but impaled because crosses were 

supposedly not in use at the time of Jesus' crucifixion. This is a theory now being widely 

proclaimed by the Jehovah's Witnesses. Electronic searches took place and a great many 

articles. some in the form of sermons, have been found. These, were appropriate, have been 

included in the research matenals. 

A bnef discussion of  key literature relating to the chosen 
methodology(ies) ... demonstrating working knowledge of  relevant resources 

er' - The formatting text that 1 have chosen to use is Diana Hacker's A Canadian Writ 

Reference. seconded., (1 996). 

1 see this work largely as a literature review with some leanings towards qualitative 

research. Thus, this work will be modelled from material gleaned fiom the works o f  Harris 

M. Cooper, Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Nigel and Jane Fielding, Jerome Kirk 

and Marc Miller, Paul Leddy, and Susan Weller and Kimball Romney. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Outline of steps in researching the question 

Research in this topic started quite informally about three and one half years ago. At 

that time I was attending a Christian Scriptures course and Bishop John Spong was a part of 

the proceedings. His rather overt statements about the fallacy of the resurrection sent me 

scurrying for information - articles. textbooks, Bible reference books, etc. It wasn't long 

before 1 discovered that Jesus' statement about being in the hem of the earth three days and 

three nights, just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the whale (Matt. 

12:40) didntt add up to a Friday aftemoon Crucifixion and a Sunday moming Resurrection. I 

was hooked! From there, the methodology follows as well-planned search of literature that 

has included the following: 

1 started with books that offered a general overview of the topic. These included 

Bible commentaries and biblical encyclopedias. 

Next, 1 researched a number of specific books that gave me more information on 

specific areas, usually these being in depth examinations of specific theones. By exarnining 

first of dl the University College of the Cariboo library's on-line catalogue 1 was able to find 

sub-headings or subdivisions within the books on file. I was then able to take those same 

headings a do a search of the material held in the St. Stephen's library. 



The next endeavour was a search of the current (1970 onwards) penodicais. There 

were a number of articles that were of importance to rny research, so many, many, hours 

were spent reading articles and photocopying pertinent information. Included in this type of 

information were a few histone sermons. but these yielded no "hard" evidence usable in 

research. 

Scholariy journals were the next group of materials to be examined. Lots of matenal 

regarding the crucifixiod resurrection is out there, but almost none of it pertains to dating 

this event. 

The final area of search for information for this project was on the intemet, though 

early on 1 felt I had sufficient matenal and also felt that 1 was unlikely to find much new 

matenal that hadn't already been examined. However. some new matenal. this time mostly in 

the fonn of sermons, sudaced. 

Discussion of ethical issues involved and how 1 plan to manage these issues 

This research. to my way of thinking, involves no ethicd issues as far as the research 

is concemed. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE DAY PROBLEM 

Fixing the Days Around the Death and Resurrection of Christ 

Three questions present themselves in connection with the determining the day of the 

death of Christ: (1) On what day of the week did He die? (2) What was the connection 

between that day and the Feast of the Passover? (3) Does that day "fit" for the (known?) 

month or for any specific year? 

Through the centuries Christendom has been quite agreed that Jesus died on the cross 

Fnday aftemoon and rose fiom the tomb early the next Sunday moming. However, in recent 

years some have contended that when Christ said He would be "three days and three nights in 

the heart of the earth" (Man. 12:40). He meant He would be in the grave 72 hours. On this 

assumption is built the Wednesday crucifixion theory? which places the resurrection Sabbath 

(Saturday) aftemoon. As we shall l e m  later, this theory is also laden with reasonings that 

are not in keeping with Biblical statements. A more recent, less exact, Thursday proposa1 

merely cornputes: "niursday plus three days equals Sunday." Hence, we should examine 

Christ's statements on the matter. 

When Jesus spoke beforehand of His death and resurrection He used several phrases 

conceming "three days," and once "three days and three nights." Of course, by modem 

Western reckoning, if we speak of three days after an event, we mean three full days or more. 



Now three full 24-hour days afler Friday aftemoon would, strictly speaking, extend to 

Monday afiemoon. But Our problem is not what those phrases may mean to Westerners, but 

what Jesus meant by them and what His Near Eastern hearers understood by them. 

What was the meaning of "day"? There were various forms of speech used in Chnst's 

day that do not have the same meaning to us. He once spoke of the day having 12 hours 

(John 1 1 :9, 1 O), re femng O bviously to the daytime as opposed to the night. This was literaily 

tme as Jesus meant it, for when He lived arnong humanity the time between sunrise and 

sunset was divided into 12 equal parts, or "hours." These "hours" varied in length according 

to the season. The fact that today we use dock hours of uniform length, in which sunrise and 

sunset are more or less than 12 sixty-minute hours apart most of the time, does not make 

Jesus' statement incorrect. Similarly His phrase "three days" must be interpreted according to 

what those words meant then to those people, not what they mean to us today. 

Although "day" was, and is, sometimes used to mean the daylight hours, nevertheiess 

the word, when used in counting a series of days, meant in both ancient and modem usage a 

period including a day and a night. The Greek language, in which the New Testament was 

written, had a word for "night-day," (n~chthemeron)~~ (see 2 Cor. 1 1:25); and Genesis 

enumerated each successive day of creation as composed of "evening" and "morning." Jesus' 

"three days and three nights" are merely "three [caiendar] days," as then understood. 

Differeot Three Day Texts for the Same Penod 

This is clear fiom the fact that Jesus refers at different times to the sarne p i o d  - the 

interval between His death and His resurrection - as "in three days," "afier three days," and 



"on the third day." Once, because He is quoting fiom Jonah (ch. 1 : 17), He uses the phrase 

"three days and three nights." Unless we accuse Jesus of contradicting Himself, we must 

accept al1 these phrases as meaning the same penod of time. Even the pnests and Pharisees 

who quoted Jesus as predicting His resurrection "after three days," asked Pilate to have the 

tomb guarded "until the third day" fMatt.27541, not "until afier the third day"). Obviously, 

" d e r  three days" meant "the third day". 

The following texts mention this three-day penod: (Chart 1) 

"ln three days" 1 "AAer three days" 1 "The third day" 

Matt 26:6 1 ; 27:40 

John 2:19-SI 

Luke 

What, then. did these vaxious three-day expressions mean? We can find out easily by 

comparing other passages in the Bible that refer to time periods in similar ways. 

37:63; 
12:40 (and three nights) 

9:22; 18:33; 
24:7,2 1,46 

Three Days, Inclusive 

The question of how long Jesus was in the tomb rose fiom a modem 

misunderstanding of inclusive reckoning, the comrnon ancient method of counting. It 

included both the day (or year) on which any period of time began, and dso  that on which it 

ended, no matter how smdl a hc t i on  of the beginning or ending day (or year) was involved. 

One example of this method is a period (when Shalmaneser besieged Samaria) beginning in 

the 4th year of Hezekiah and the 7th year of Hoshea, and ending in the 6th year Hezekiah 

16:2 1 ; 17:23; 
20: 19; 27:64 



and the 9th year of Hoshe- "at the end of three years" (2 Kings 18:9,10). It was evidently 

counted thus: 4.5,6. (of Hezekiah's reign), three years, inclusive. 

Take another example. We say that a child is not one year old until after shehe has 

lived 12 full months from the date of its birth. The child becomes one year oid as shehe 

enters her/his second year of life. and becomes two years old afier she/he completes herhs  

second year. Thus a child is called " 10 years old" a11 through its 1 lth year. and becornes 1 1 

ody  after shehe has reached the end of 1 1 full years. Not so in the Bible. Noah was, 

literally. a son of 600 years "in the six hundredth year" of his life (Gen. 7:6. 11); although his 

600 p u s  were not reckoned inclusively these verses show that in his 600th year his age was 

considered 600, not ~ 9 9 . ' ~  A Hebrew baby was circumcised when he was "eight days old" 

(Gen. 17:12), "the eighth day" (Lev. 123, Luke 1:59), or "when eight days were 

accomplished" (Luke 221). The Bible lists several periods of "three days" that ended during, 

not afier, the third day, and thus covered less than three full 24-hour days (see Gen. 

42:17-19); cf. 1 Kings 12:5, 12 with 2 Chron. 105, 12.~' 

Not only among the Hebrews, but also among other ancient peoples, we have 

examples of inclusive reckoning. This was common in Egypt, Greece, and Rome. It is still 

found in the far east today. Even in some countries of Europe a week's interval is referred to 

as "eight days," and a three-day round trip ticket bought on Sunday, for instance, is expected 

to be used on Tuesday. In Japanese and Chinese reckoning a child bom late last year is a year 

old for the remainder of the year and is two years old this year (the second calendar year of its 

life) and will be three years old as soon as the next year begins. Obviousiy, this is not a 

literal reckoning but is based on a concept of time that cornes down £tom a long cultural 



usage. Similarly, we must bear in mind the cultural concepts of time that were held in Jesus' 

time. 

Since the cornmon custom of inclusive reckoning is well attested for the Hebrews, for 

other nations. and in the East down to modem tirnes, it seems wholly unreasonable to 

understand Jesus' words about a three-day period in terms of our modem Western 

mathematical method of reckoning. By common usage His hearers would count the three 

days successively as: 

1. The day of the crucifixion. 

2. The day afier the event. 

3. The "third" day after (by modem count, the second day after). 

We cannot insist that when Jesus once said that He would rise after three days 

(Mark 8:3 1) he meant afler the end of the third full day, or 72 hours. For that He would have 

said "on the fourth day." 

But we are not left with merely an obvious deduction as to what Jesus meant by "third 

day." We have it ficm His own lips. In speaking of Herod on one occasion He said: 

Go ye, and tell that fox, Behold, I cast out devils, 
and 1 do cures to day and to rnorrow, and the third day 
1 shall be perfected. Nevertheless I must walk to day, 
and to rnorrow, and the day following: for it cannot be 
that a prophet perish out of Jerusalem (Luke 13:32,33). 

Thus he equated the third day with the day d e r  tomorrow - the third day counted 

inclusively . 



Crucifixion on Friday 

What day. may we inquire, was the day on which this three-day prophecy of Jesus 

was fulfilled? The answer is, "the first day of the week" (Mark 16:9). Late "that same day" 

(Luke 24: 1, 13), two disciples met Him on the road to Emmaus. and in talking of the 

crucifixion of their Master and their own deep disappointment, declared, "...ta day i i  the 

third day since these things were done" (Luke 24:21). Jesus Hiniself said. when He appeared 

to the twelve in the upper roorn "thus it behooved Christ to suffer. and to rise from the dead 

the third day" (Luke 24:46). As Paul later said, "He rose again the third day according to the 

scriptwes" (1 Cor. 15:4). Sunday. obviously. was the third day. 

What, then, was the day of crucifixion. seeing that Sunday was the third day, or the 

"day after tomorrow"? Obviously, the preceding Friday, the day before the Sabbath. This is 

in exact accord with Luke's statement that the women lefl the embalming unfinished on the 

day of preparation as the Sabbath drew on. and rested the Sabbath day according to the 

commandment before returning the first day of the week (Luke 2354 to 24: 1). 

The women would not have waited severai days. as is supposed by those who put 

Jesus' death on Wednesday and make the Sabbath here mentioned merely a festival, or 

ceremonid, sabbath. n i e  reason for this is because of the command given in Deut. 2 1 :22-23, 

where bodies were not to remain upon a "tree" overnight. but were to be buried the same day. 

John (1 9:3 1) records precautions being taken lest the bodies remain on the cross for the 

oncoming Sabbath, so obviously the d e s  had not changed. The following day, being the 

Sabbath, which is about to dam, (Luke 2354) would make even more imperative the 

carrying out of the command. Finally, Peter ( 2 5 )  indicates that Jesus would die and be 



buried before Sabbath dawned. It is not surprïsing, then, that the vast majority of scholars 

have accepted that the crucified Jesus died on Fnday, and indeed have accepted the writings 

of Mark (15:34), Matthew (27:46), and Luke (23:44) as Jesus being on the verge of dying at 

3 P.M. (by the nindi hour) in the aftern~on.~'  

However, there is a problem with the term "hi& day" used in John 19:3 1. High days 

are generally considered sabbaths, or festival days when one was not expected to work, much 

like our statutory holidays. Here, the phrase "a hi& day" is taken by many to indicate that in 

that year the festival sabbath fe11 on the weekly Sabbath, and was the first day of the Festival 

of Unleavened Bread. Now, those who hold that Jesus was crucified on Nisan 15 (as 

opposed to Nisan 14) contend that that Sabbath was a high day because the weekly Sabbath 

coincided with the day of the waving of the first h i t s  (Lev. 23:9-14). However, Jesus rose 

on the day the first fmits were offered. in precise fulfillment of the types. 

The problem continues fiom other points mentioned by John. There is an apparent 

contradiction between the Synoptics and John. The meal that Jesus ate on Thursday evening 

before He was arrested, according to the Synoptics, was the paschal (Passover) meal, 

whereas in John 18:28, on Friday moming when Jesus was being tried before Pilate, the 

Jewish authorities and people refused to "enter into the praetorian lest they be defiled and in 

order that they might eat the Passover (meal)"--a feast that according to John 19: 14 was to 

begin the next day (i.e. Fnday evening). Thus, the paschal meal for the synoptics was on 

Thursday evening and Jesus died in the daytime after it; for John it was on Friday evening 

and Jesus died in the daytime before it?2 



The Wednesday Last Supped'ïhursday Crucifurion ~ h e o r y ~ ~  

During Passion Week, p i o r  to Wednesday, the events appear to be accounted for by 

the Gospel writers within the clear context of either Sunday, Monday, or Tuesday (see Chart 

4, p160). The exact timing of what happens after those events, however, appears less certain. 

Joh-II t~ucher  on!y !ig!~t!y upon the events betwen Jesus' tiumphmt mtry rnd ~!x "!zst 

supper" which Jesus shares with His disciples. Refemng to various public reactions during 

that time, John notes that, despite Jesus' teaching and miraculous works, there are still many 

people who either disbelieve or are afraid to acknowledge their belief (John 12:37). Then 

John records what is apparently Jesus' last public appeal before his subsequent arrest (John 

12:44-50). There is no evidence that these events occurred on any of the three prior days. In 

this theory they are set forth as occurring on ~ e d n e s d a ~ . ~ '  

Of greater significance at this point is the chronology related to the last supper, Jesus' 

crucifixion. and subsequent resurrection. Traditionally the 1 s t  supper is believed to have 

occurred on Thursday evening, followed by the crucifixion on Fnday aftemoon and the 

resurrection on Sunday moming. However, such reckoning raises at l es t  on two questions. 

First, in an action-packed final week, what reason is there to believe that there would be a 

whole day of either actual inactivity or activity which is left unrecorded? (ie. Wednesday - 

see Chart 4) Second, this theory also asks, if Jesus is crucified on Fnday aftemoon and 

thereafter hurriedly put into the tomb, how can there be sufficient t h e  to match Jesus' own 

prediction that he would rernain in the tornb for three days and three nights before being 

resurrected? Even if one stretches imagination within the traditional time frame in order to 

find parts of three days, it is not possible to h d  three ~ ~ i ~ h t s . ~ '  



The resolution of both questions, this theory afTinns, appears to be found in 

recognizing that the last supper took place on Wednesday evening, followed by the 

crucifixion and burial on Thursday. Acceptance of that assumption requires an understanding 

of the Passover. the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and the way in which the Jews reckon time. 

As for the reckoning of time. this theory agrees with the understanding that the Jewish day 

begins at sunset on the previous evening. This means. for example. that our Wednesday 

night is actually Thursday. and our Thursday night is actually   rida^.^^ 

Passover is observed on the 14th day of the month of Nisan. corresponding to 

March-April. (It would be more correct to Say that Nisan 14 was known as the "eve of the 

Passover," that is. the day on which the preparations were made for it. even as Friday was 

called the "eve of the Sabbath".) Passover is observed in cornmernoration of the deliverance 

of the ancient Israelites from their Egyptian bondage. The narne derives from the "passing 

over" of the Israelites when death came to the fintbom of each Egyptian family. As part of 

that sarne cornmernoration, Passover is followed by the seven-day Feast of Unleavened 

Bread. which reminds the Jews of their forefathers' flight fiom Egypt, during which time the 

Israelites ate unleavened bread only. By God's direction (Leviticus 23), a lamb is to be 

slaughtered late on the 14th day (Passover) and the Passover meal eaten that evening, which 

would be the beginning of the 15th day, the fim day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. The 

entire 1 5th day is then to be observed as a special Sabbath, or high holy day (See Io hn 

l9:3 l), regardless of the day of the week on which it might fall in any given year. (If the 15th 

day is a Friday, then both that Fnday and the next day, Saturday, are observed as Sabbaths.) 

This is precisely what this theorist is suggesting, that in fact we have two Sabbaths, the first 



of which was a high day, coming together? 

With that background the picture begins to corne clear. Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

record the disciples preparation for the Passover on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened 

Bread on which the Passover lamb had to be sacrificed. That would place their preparations, 

then, at the begiming of the 14th day. which, of course, begins on the evening of the 1 3 th 

day. Arnong the preparations cornmon on the evening of the 13th day is the removal of al1 

leaven fiom the house. Therefore it appears that the disciples assume they are preparing the 

upper room primatily for the special paschal meal which they expect to share with Jesus the 

following evening, and they apparently do not contemplate that the regular meal on the first 

night will in fact be their "last supper" with   es us.)^ 

Although generally refeming to the occasion as a part of the Passover celebration. 

Jesus seems to explain why it is important for Hirn to eat with them on the night before the 

actual Passover meal. As will be seen, Jesus' words are: "1 have eagerly desired to eat this 

Passover with you before 1 suffer. For 1 tell you, 1 will not eat again until it finds fulfillment 

in the kingdom of God." (Luke 22: 15,16) In refemng to His suffering, Jesus is obviously 

anticipating that His own sacrificial death will take place later that day, preventing Him fiorn 

participating in the actual Passover supper.39 

John's account eliminates any doubt that this supper occurred pnor to the actual 

Passover meal. When Jesus tells Judas during the supper to do what he is about to do, some 

of the other disciples "thought Jesus was telling him to buy what was needed for the feast." 

(John 13:29) Fwthermore, the Jews who have obtained Jesus1 arrest will not enter Caiaphas' 



palace for fear that they will be ceremonially unclean, and therefore unable to eat the 

Passover. Most convincing is the fact that the day of Jesus' crucifixion is plainly stated to be 

"the day of Preparation of Passover week" - the day on which the Pascal lamb is slain for the 

Passover rneal taken during the evening of that day.'' 

The most meaningful result of moving away from the traditional time h e  is seeing 

how Jesus' crucifixion becomes the perfect "type" of the Passover Lamb. Under Hebrew law. 

the paschal lamb is chosen on the tenth day and then "kept up" until the 1 4th day, when it is 

sacrificed for the sins of the people. If Jesus1 triumphant enûy into Jenisalem is counted as 

the tenth day, Thursday would be the 14th day. and thus the day on which Jesus is crucified. 

Far more important than this possible parallel is the fact that Jesus. as the perfect Lamb of 

God, does not celebrate the Passover with some other ordinary sacrificial lamb. but rather 

becornes Himself the lamb who is slain -- precisely at the appropriate hour!" 

There is strong evidence that the last supper takes place on the evening pior to the 

Day of Preparation. which by modem reckoning would be Wednesday night. Proceeding 

upon that assurnption, the events associated with this final Wednesday include not only Jesus' 

last public teaching, but also the account of Peter and John finding the upper room and 

making preparation for the Passover ~elebration.'~ 

The Wednesday Crucifuion Theory 

A. Davison argues for Wednesday on the grounds that the Sabbath mentioned in al1 

the Gospels as following the daytime of the crucifixion was an "Annual Sabbath" rather than 

a weekly Sabbath. "Annual Sabbath" is used by hun to designate those days within festal 



periods on which there was rest fiom work and a sacred assembly. He finds "two annual 

Sabbaths" connected with Passover or Unleavened Bread, narnely the fint and the last of the 

seven-day period (Lev.23:7-8). The first Passover "annual Sabbath" in the year in which 

Jesus died was Wednesday nightrlhursday, and it was in the Wednesday daytime 

irnrnediately preceding the "Salrbaùi" that Jerus was tned and cmcified--a Wednesday 

daytirne that was the 14th of Nisan. Unfortunately, he offers Iittle proof for 

Acadernically, his work is aiso out of step with others as it does not conform to the Sabbath 

(week1y)lsabbath (festive) convention scholars use to hel p make distinctions between the two 

days. 

In recent years several Christian Churches have advanced the view tha: Christ was 

entombed on the Wednesday afiernoon and that He arose exactly seventy-two hours later on 

Saturday dernoon. The rnost well-known exponent of this view is Graham Scroggie, who 

presents it in his book A Guide to the ~ o s p e l s . ~  h o n g  the churches that have accepted this 

view as one of their fundamental beliefs are The Church of God (Seventh Day) and the 

Worldwide Church of God, The Church of God International, and The Assembly of Yahweh. 

The prirnary support for the Wednesday crucifixion/Saturday resurrection is based on 

the interpretation of three major texts: ( 1 )  Matthew 1 N O ;  (2) John 19: 14,3 1 ; (3) Matthew 

28: 1-6. 

Matthew 12:40 is the Jonah text, previously examined at the start of this chapter. To 

the proponents of this theory, this text specifies that the duration of Christ's entombment in 

the heart of the earth wodd be "a full three days and three nights which is equal to 72 



hours. 

This conclusion is drawn fiom the assurnption that when "days" and "nights" are 

specifically mentioned. they represent not an idiomatic expression but a literai penod of 

three whole days. Since between Friday aftemoon and Sunday moming there are less than 

two whole days. it is argued that Christ must have been crucified on Wednesday aflemoon 

and must have risen 72 hours later. namely on Saturday aftemoon, in order to fulfill the three 

full days of prophecy. 

The second text used to support the Wednesday dating of the crucifixion is John 

19: 14 which reads: "Now it was the day of Preparation of the Passover; it was about the sixth 

hour. He said to the Jews, 'Behold your King.' " This text is interpreted as teaching that the 

"preparation day" of Christ's crucifixion was not the day preceding the weekly seventh-day 

Sabbath. but rather the day preceding the annual Passover Sabbath which on that year 

supposedly occuned on a Thursday. 

To substantiate this conclusion, apped is made to the fact that in the Old Testament, 

days other than the seventh day of the week are called sabbaths (Lev. 23: 24,39). Thus the 

Sabbath mentioned in the Passion narratives was allegedly an annual ceremonid Passover 

Sabbath, which John calls "a high day" (John 19:3 1) to differentiate it fiom the seventh day 

Sabbath. 

Some fmd M e r  support for the Wednesday crucifixion in Daniel's prophecy of the 

"seventy weeks" (Dan. 9:24-27) which speaks of the Messiah being cut off "in the midst of 

the week." They point out that "while this prophecy has the application of a day for a year, so 



that this 70th week became a literal seven years. Christ being 'cut of'?? after three-and-a-half 

yars' ministry. as He was, yet it is significant that He was also 'cut off on the middle of a 

literal ~ e e k . " ' ' ~  

The third text Matthew 28: 1,5-6 is regarded as the "final clinching proof," because it 

allegedly pinpoints the time of the resurrection as being Saturday aftemoon. The text reads: 

"ln the end of the Sabbath. as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week, came Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary to see the sepulcher ... And the angel answered and said unto 

the women, Fear not ye: for I know that ye seek Jesus, which was crucifieci. He is not here: 

for he is nsen as he said. Corne, see the place where the Lord lay" (Matt.28: 1, 5-6,). 

To the proponents of the Wednesday crucifixion theory. this text teaches that Christ arose 

before "the end of the Sabbath. "because when the wornen arrived at the sepulcher "in the 

end of the Sabbath" they discovered that their Lord had already risen. Furthemore, they 

maintain that by counting backward From Saturday aflemoon the prophetic three days and 

three nights of Christ's entombment, one arrives at Wednesday aflemoon as the time of 

Christ's cr~cifixion."~ 

Though not simply given, rebuttai of this theory is possible. and examination of those 

exact sarne scriptures is the way to do it. 

The Matthew 1240 text is known as the "sign of Jonah" text. What needs to be asked 

is what is the sign of Jonah that Chna gave to His unbelieving generation as proof of His 

Messiahship? Wednesday Cmcifixionists h l y  believe that the sign consisted not simply of 

the resurrection which C h r i s  like Jonah, would expenence d e r  a temporary burial, but 



primady of the exact penod of 72-hour entombrnent i ~ i  the heart of the earth. 

This conviction is expressed in the book The Resurrection Was Not on Sundav, 

published by the Department of Theology of Arnbassador College: "Jesus offered but one 

evidence [of His Messiahship]. That evicience was not the fact of the resurrection itself It 

was the length of time He would repose in His grave. before k i n g  res~rrected."~~ 

The implication of this contention is clearly stated in the next paragraph which reads: 

"Jesus staked His claim to being your Savior and mine upon remaining exactly three days 

and three nights in the tomb. If he remained just three days and three nights in the earth, He 

would prove Himself the Savior-if He failed in this sign, He mut be rejected as an 

imposter."Jq 

Staternents such as the ones just quoted clearly reveal the fundamental importance 

attached to a 72-hour duration of Christ's entombrnent. The argument is made that it includes 

three dark penods called 'night' and three light penods called 'day'--three days and three 

nights. and Jesus said they contained twelve hours for each penod (John 1 1 :9- 10)--a total of 

72 h o ~ r s . " ~ ~  

The interpretation which views the sign of Jonah as being primarily an exact 72-hour 

penod of Christ's entombment is discredited by three major reasois. The sign of Jonah 

consisted not in a 72-hout entombment but in the riirade of the resurrection. 

The f is t  significant reason is the absence of any time reference in the other two 

passages mentioning the sign of Jonah (Matt.16:4; Luke 11 :29-32). Note should be taken of 



the fact that in Luke there is no reference to the length of time Jonah survived in the whale's 

belly. If the sign of Jonah consisted of a tirne factor, Luke could hardly have ignored it. The 

cornparison in Luke between Jonah and Christ is not in terms of identical duration of 

entombment, but of similar miraculous resurrections: "as Jon ah... so will the Son of man be." 

The vast majority of commentaries consulted agree in viewing the sign of Jonah as 

being primarily the sign of Christ's resurrection. N o r d  Geldenhuys writes: "Jonah was a 

sign to the Ninevites. because he appeared there as one sent by God after having been 

rniraculously saved from the great fish (as it were raised from the dead) as a proof that he 

was really sent by God. So also Jesus will by His resurrection prove conclusively that He has 

been sent by God as the Christ. the prornised ~edeerner."'' 

The second significant reason is found in the similar passage of John 2: 19 were in 

response to the same request by the Jews for a sign Jesus replied: "Destroy this temple, and 

in three days 1 will raise it up." In this statement Christ makes His resurrection the 

unrnistakable sign of His Messiahship. By virtue of the parallelism between this text and 

Matthew 12:40, it seems legitimate to conclude that the sign of Jonah is essentially the sarne 

in both places, namely the sign of the resurrection, which is implicit in the first text and 

explicit in the second. 

A third reason is provided by the early Christians' pictonal representation of the sign 

of knah.  In numerous frescos of the catacombs, Christ's Resmection is symbolically 

represented as Jonah being spewed out by the whale. In fact, the scene of Jonah (known as 

" Jonah's cycle" because it consists of different scenes) is perhaps the most cornmon symbolic 



representation of Christ's res~rrect ion.~~ 

The catacombs indicate that the early Christians identified the sign of Jonah with the 

event of the resurrection and not with its tirne elrment. Paul himself indirectiy confirms this 

view when he writes that Chnst was "designated Son of God in power ... by his resurrection 

fiom the dead." (Rom. 1 :4) 

In Iight of the above considerations we can conclude that the sign of Jonah given by 

Christ as a proof of His Messiahship consists prirnarily in His future resurrection and not in 

an exact 72-hour entombment. 

There is aiso one further passage that discredits the literal interpretation of the "three 

days and three nights" and that is Luke's account of Christ's appearance on Sunday evening to 

the two disciples who were going to the village of Emmaus. Christ, whom they had not 

recognized caught up with them and asked them. " What is the conversation you are holding 

with each other as you walk?" (Luke 24: 17). 

The two men. surprised at Jesus' unawareness of what had happened in Jerusalem, 

recounted to Him "how our chief priests and rulers delivered him (Chnn) to be condemned 

to death, and cnicified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, 

and besides al1 this. it is not the third day since this happened" (Luke 2421). 

To appreciate the significance of the last statement, notice must be taken of two facts. 

FKst, the statement was made on the "evening" of the fim day when the day was "far spent" 

(Luke 24:29). Second, "the third day" refers specificdly to the events mentioned in the 



immediate context, namely, Christ's condemnation and crucifixion. It is obvious that if 

Christ had been cmcified on a Wednesday afiernoon, those two disciples could not have 

referred to that event on a Sunday night, saying: "It is now the third day since this 

happened." According to Jewish inclusive day-reckoning, it would have been the fifüi day 

and not the third. 

The second key text that Wednesday Crucifixionists appeal to is John 19:14, wbere 

the day of Christ's crucifixion is designated as "the day of Preparation of the Passover." 

The conclusion drawn from John 19: 14 is that Christ was cmcified, not on Friday-the 

Preparation day for the Sabbath-but on Wednesday--the Preparation Day for the annual 

ceremoniai Passover Sabbath, which that year supposedly fell on a Thursday. nius, al1 the 

references to the "Preparation day" of Christ's cmcifixion (Matt.27:62: Mark l M 2 ;  Luke 

23 54; John 19:3 1.42) are interpreted in the light of John 19: 14 as meaning Wednesday-the 

day preceding the Passover Sabbath (Thursday)--rather than Friday--the day preceding the 

regular seventh-day sabbath. 

The three major reasons generally given in support of this conclusion are stated in the 

book The Time Element in the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ published by the 

Church of God (Seventh Day): "Firstly, the day before the weekly sabbath was never cailed a 

'preparation' in the Bible; secondly, the weekiy Sabbath (as designated in the Ten 

Commandments) was never called or referred to as a 'high day'; and thirdly? the same writer 

(John) tells us ... exactly which occasion this preparation day preceded. He said: 'And it was 

the preparation of the Passover' (John 19: 14) ... Thus, after John states this 'was the 



preparation of the Passover' (verse 14), we must understand ... that 'the sabbath dayt in verse 

3 1 corresponds to 'the Passover' in verse 1 4."53 

An analysis of these three reasons needs to be made to determine what is meant by 

the "Preparation" day mentioned in al1 four of the Gospels. 

The fint reason given for interpreting "the day of Preparation" as meaning 

Wednesday rather than Fnday is that "the day before the weekly Sabbath was never called a 

'preparation' in the Bible. This reason is puuling because it nies in the face of the irrefutable 

Biblical and historical usage of the term "Preparation-paraskeue" as a technical designation 

for "Friday." In addition to its occurrence in John 19: 14. the terni "Preparation-paraskeue" is 

used five times in the Gospels as a technical designation for "Friday" (Matt.27:62; Mark 

l M 2 ;  Luke 2354: John 195 1.42)." 

Mark 15:42 provides what is perhaps the clearest definition of the expression "day of 

Preparation" by the statement: "It was the day of Preparation. that is, the day before the 

Sabbath." Note that in Greek the nvo phrases "day of Preparation" and "the day before the 

sabbath" are each given with a single technicd term: "paraskewe-Preparation," and 

"pro-sabbaton-Sabbath-eve." Translated literally the text reads: "It was Preparation, that is, 

sabbath-eve." For the sake of clarity, Mark uses two technical terms, both of which 

unmistakably designate what we cd1  rida^."^^ 

Additional and conclusive evidence that "paraskeue-Preparation" is used in the 

Gospels to designate "Friday" and not "Wednesday" is provided by the sequence in which the 

days of the Passion weekend are given: "Preparation, Sabbath, first day" (Man. 27:62; 28: 1 ; 



Mark l5:42; 16: 1 ; Luke 2454-55; 24: 1). Both Mark and Matthew explicitly place the 

begiming of the first day at the end of the Sabbath (Mark 16: 1 ; Matt. 28: 1). The latter could 

hardly have been a Thursday Passover Sabbath. because Thursday is not followed by the first 

day of the week? 

The failure to recognize the technicai usage of the term "Preparation" as  the name for 

"Friday." has caused some to misinterpret John's phrase "it was the day of Preparation of the 

Passover" (John 19: 14) as meaning "the day of Preparation for the Passover." The latter is in 

fact the translation of the Arnencan Revised Standard Version. On the bais  of this 

misunderstanding. Wednesday Cmcifixionists argue that in John "the day of Preparation" 

rneans not Fnday but the Wednesday preceding the Passover day, which supposedly fell on a 

~ h u r s d a ~ . ~ '  

This conclusion ignores the fact. stated by Norval Geldenhuys. "that at the time when 

John wrote, the Greek term Paraskeue ('preparation') was already for a long time the 

technical term used to indicate 'Friday,' the equivalent of the Hebrew 'erebh shabbath.' " 58 

The recognition of this fact is evident in the nght translation which is found in the A.V., 

R.S.V.. and N.I.V., namely "the day of Preparation of the Passover." 

This means. as Geldenhuys explains? "that the day of the Lord's Crucifixion was the 

Fnday of the Passover, the Friday that falls during Passover week, i.e., Passover Friday 

(Good Friday). It is a grammatically correct rendering and al1 the evidence is in favor of it? 

The foregoing considerations make it abundantly clear that in the Gospels 'paraskeue' 

is a technical designation for Friday. Thus, the fm reason, which claims that "the day before 



the weekly Sabbath was never called a 'preparation' in the Bible" must be regarded as false, 

because the very opposite is true. 

The second reason given for interpreting "the day of Preparation" as referring to 

Wednesday rather than Friday is based on John's definition of the Sabbath day which 

followed the Preparation day of Christ's crucifixion. John explains: "that sabbath was a high 

day" (John 19:3 1). It is argued since "the weekly Sabbath (as designated in the Ten 

Commandments) was never called or referred to as a 'hi& day,' "60 then the latter must have 

been not the regular weekly Sabbath but the annual ceremonid Passover sabbath 

(Lev. 2357).  

In support of this conclusion, a third reason is given. narnely, that John 19: 14 "tells us 

exactly which occasion this preparation day preceded. He says: 'And it was the preparation 

of the ~assover." '~'  Thus the "hi& day" sabbath of John 19:3 1 is interpreted as being the 

"Passover" day of John 19: 14, and by the sarne token "the day of Preparation" of verse 3 1 is 

interpreted as being the Passover day of verse 14. Since in the year of Christ's crucifixion, 

Passover day supposedly fell on a Thursday, the day of preparation for the latter would 

obviously be a Wednesday. 

The reasons given in support of this conclusion rest on three mistaken assurnptions. 

First, it is assumed that since certain annual feasts such as the Day of Atonement are 

designated as "sabbaths" (Lev. 23:24), 32,39), then al1 the references to the Sabbath found in 

the Passion narratives must refer not to the weekly Sabbath but to the muai ceremonid 

Passover sabbath. 



This assurnption is discredited by the fact that the day of atonement is designated by 

the compound expression 'shabbath shabbathon,' meaning "a sabbath of solemn rest" (Lev. 

23:32; 16:3 1). But diis phrase is rendered in the Septuagint by the compound Greek 

expression "sabbata sabbaton," which is different from the simple "sabbaton" used in the 

Passion narratives. It is therefore linguistically impossible to interpret the latter as a 

reference to the day of the Passover or to any other annual feast day, since these are never 

designated sirnply as  abba bat on."^^ 

The second mistaken assumption is that the term "high day- megale hemera," used in 

John 19:3 1. is employed in the Scripture to designate the annual Passover feast (a ceremonid 

sabbath). rather than a special weekly Sabbath. Unfominately, no Biblical or extra-Biblical 

exarnples are cited to support this assumption--the reason being simply that no such 

exampies e x d 3  

Note should be taken of the fact that in later Rabbinical literature the seventh-day 

Sabbath is regarded as a "hi& day" if it fell on Nisan 15, since that was the first day of the 

Passover festival, or if it fell on Nisan 16, because on that day the orner or first shed of 

barley was offered accorciing to Pharisaic traditioii? 

This information is important because it disproves the claim that "the weekly Sabbath 

was never called or referred to as a 'hi& day"' Rabbinicd sources seem to indicate that the 

weekly Sabbath was called a 'hi& day' "when it coincided with Passover, because "Its 

inherent solernnity was greatly heightened by the celebration of the foremost feast of the 

year.n6s 



The third mistaken assurnption is that the term "Preparation" found in John 1 9: 14 is 

used as a technical designation for the day before the Passover. It is also assurned that this 

"Preparation" day fell on a Wednesday because Passover day allegedly fell on a Thursday. 

These assumptions are false on several counts. Charles C. Torrey explains. "There is 

no evidence to show that that word [Preparation] was used in the time of the Gospel writen 

for the 'eve' of other festal days than the  abb bath."" 

An additional indication that John meant "Friday" by the phrase "Preparation of the 

Passover"' (v. 14) is provided by the usage of the same term "paraskeue" hÿice again in the 

same chapter. In verse 3 1 John explains that the Jews did not wish bodies to remain on the 

Cross "on the Sabbath, because it was Preparation" (literal translation). Here John not only 

mentions the Sabbath explicitly, but also refers to the preceding day by the technical term 

"paraskeue-Preparation" without the article. thus rneaning: "because it was ~ r i d a y " ~ '  

Similarly. in verse 42, John reports that Jesus was placed in a garden tomb near the 

place of His crucifixion "because of the Preparation of the Jews." In this context the term 

"Preparation" is used again by itself, not in the generic sense, but in a temporal sense as a 

technical designation for Fnday. What John is saying is that Jesus was buried in the garden 

tomb because it was near and because it was late Friday (Preparation) when the Sabbath was 

about to starP 

In the light of the above considerations, the expression "the day of Preparation of the 

Passover" simply means "the Friday of the Passover week." 



A final and equally important consideration is the fact that there is an absence of any 

early Christian polemic regarding the day of Christ's crucifixion and resurrection. This. in 

itself. offers us some ovenvhelming proof of the tmstworthiness of the traditional chronology 

of the crucifixion and resurrection. If indeed Christ had risen on a Saturday aflernoon, 

seventh-day SaMatNeepeo wmld have capitalized on thir fact to dircredit the rezurrection 

argument frequently used in early Christianity to defend Sunday-keeping. Such an argument, 

however, never appears in the polemic over the theologicd superiority of the two days. 

The foregoing analysis of John 19: 14, the second key text of the Wednesday 

crucifixion theory, has shown that such a theory is based on human fantasy and not on a 

Biblical fact. " ' n e  day of Preparation of the Passover" (John 19: M), simply means, "the 

Fnday of the Passover week." Thus the Crucifixion took place on Friday and not on 

Wednesday . 

The third key text that Wednesday Crucifixionists use for as "clinching proof' of a 

Saturday afternoon resurrection of Christ is supposedly found in Matthew 28: 1, 5-6. The text 

reads: 

In the end of the Sabbath, as it began to dawn towarà the first day of the 
week, came Mary Magdaiene and the other Mary to see the sepulcher ... And 
the angel answered and said unto the women, Fear not ye: for 1 know that ye 
seek Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here: for he is risen, as he said. 
Corne, see the place where the Lord lay. 

Wednesday Crucifixionists believe that the Easter-Sunday resurrection is an 

ecclesiastical fable fabricated by "the so-cailed 'apostolic fathers' ... to justify a pagan tradition 

of the Sunday resurrection of Nimrod, the pagan s a ~ i o r ! " ~ ~  In their view Christ's resurrection 



occurred, not early Sunday moniing, but late on Saturday aftemoon. 

The reasoning m s  as foltows: Since Matthew tells us that when the two Marys went 

to the sepulcher "in the end of the Sabbath, as it began to dawn toward the fint day of the 

week," they discovered that Christ had already nsen; this means that His resurrection 

occurred in the last part of the Sabbath before the next day began. 

To defend ùiis conclusion, the dawning of the first day is interpreted as being the 

beginning of dusk (evening) rather than of d a m  (moming). The reasoning runs as follows: 

"Since the Sabbath ended at sunset, it would be impossible for 'dawn' to mean moming here, 

for the sun would not rise untiI some 12 hours later. It could not be in the end of the Sabbath 

and morning at the same tirne."" 

The above interpretation cannot be accepted for two reasons. First, because the verb 

"to dam"  (epiphosko) literally means not "to become dusk" but " to grow light," "to dawn."" 

Second. because a figurative interpretation (i.e. to become dusk) in this instance m s  against 

the explicit statements of the other Gospels which tell us that the women came to the empty 

tornb at daybreak "when the sun had risen" (Mark 16:2, cf.Luke 24: 1 ; John 20: 1). Thus other 

solutions must be found to this apparent contradiction. 

A first solution is suggested by the broader meaning of the adverb "opse" which is 

translated in the KJV as "in the end of'  but in the RSV and rnost modem translations as 

"der." The two translations reflect the dual meanings of the t e m ,  namely "iate" or "afler." 

In the New Testament the term 'opse' occurs only twice again, in Mark 1 1 : 19 and in 



13:35. In Mark 1 1 : 19 it is hard to tell by the context whether 'opse' designated late &emoon 

of that day or the time afier sunset, which, according to the Jewish sunset to sunset 

reckoning, would be the beginning of a new day. 

In Mark 13:35, 'opse' (evening) clearly designates the first watch of the night, from 

sunset till about 9 p.m. The fact that 'opse' could mean not only the late hours of the day, but 

also the early hours of a new day, suggest the possibility that Manhew may have used the 

term as an approximate time reference simply to indicate the Sabbath was over when the 

women went to the sepulcher. The acceptance of approximate time references is not 

unreasonable in an a p  when watches were not the nom. Coincidentally, the crucifixion 

happens at the third hour (Mark 1525) in Mark's Gospel and at the sixth hour (John 19: 1 6) in 

John's. Similady, the visit to the sepulcher occurred "while it was still dark" according to 

John (20: 1) and "when the sun had nsen" according to Mark (1 6:2). 

Edward Lohse finds that the phrase 'opse sabbaton' of Matthew 28: 1, corresponds to 

the Rabbinic 'rnosa'e shabbat' "and thus means the night fiom Sabbath to the first day of the 

week. t172 

There are a few more reasons that seem to reinforce the belief of an early moming 

visit to the tomb. First, there is no hint in any of the Gospels that the women made two visits 

to the sepulcher, one on Saturday aftemoon and one on Sunday moming. Second, there was 

a prevailing Jewish restriction on Sabbath travel (Acts 1 : 12), which would have precluded 

any visit to the tomb on Sabbath dernoon fiom a distance greater than 2 3  of a mile. Since 

Mary Magdalene lived in Bethany, a distance of 2 miles fkom Jenisalem (Matt. 21 : 1), and 



since she presurnably spent the Sabbath at home (Luke 23:56), she could hardly have traveled 

to the tomb before the end of the Sabbath. 

The same must be said for the evening afier the close of the Sabbath. In the East 

people in general, let alone women. do not travel in the darkness of night, particularly to a 

bunal place "to see the sepulcher." It is far more true to life for the women to have traveled 

From Bethany to Calvary early on Sunday moming as indicated by the Gospels (Mark 16:2, 

Luke 24: 1, John 20: 1). 

At Passover time the astronomicd moming twilight began in the latitude of 

Jerusalem about 4:00 a.m. and the sun rose at about 5:30 a.m. This means that if Mary 

Magdalene arose about the time it began to get light (John 20: 1), and walked fiom Bethany 

to Chnstfs sepulcher, she would have &ved by  unr ri se.'^ 

Several other difficulties a ise  if the resurrection and the visit of the women to the 

tomb are placed "late on the Sabbath day." The many events which are descnbed in Matthew 

282-15 and attached to the time designated in verse 1 could hardly have taken place "late on 

a Sabbath day." For example, it is hard to believe that the Risen Christ would tell the women 

on a late Sabbath afiemoon, "Go and tell my brethren to go to Galilee" (Matt. 28: 10) It would 

have been against prevailing custorns to start a trip late on Sabbath aftemoon. 

Furthemore, it is difficult to see how the following events could have taken place on 

a late Sabbath aftemoon: the guards going to the city to inform the chief priests about what 

happened (v. 1 1); the chief priests assembling the Council to decide what action should be 

taken (v. 12); the Council paying the soldiers to fabricate the story of the stealing of Christ's 



body by His disciples (W. 12-1 3). 

More decisive still is the instruction given the soldiers by the chief pnests: "Tell 

people, His disciples came bv night and stole him away while we were asleep" (v. 13). h 

view of the fact that the soldiers had been stationed at the sepulcher during the light hours of 

the Sabbath day (Matt. 27:62-66), they could hardly have told the people on Saturday 

evening that the disciples stole Christ's body bv nieht, when no night had yet intervened 

between the beginning of their vigil and the resurrection. 

In the light of the above considerations on the language and context of Matt. 28: 1, 

this passage offers no support whatsoever to the view of a late Sabbath afternoon 

resurrection and a visit of the women to the sepulcher. 

Thus, no support is given to the Wednesday Crucifixion and Saturday Resurrection 

theory . 

The Tuesday Last Supper-Friday Crucifuion Theory 

Both the Synoptics and John preserve mernories of the chronology of the calendar of 

Qumran that Jesus (apparently) followed in His last days. Many have theorized that 

simuitaneously there was adherence to different religious calendars by Jews in Palestine in 

the first centuiy C.E. Our first concrete proof of that came with the discovery of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls at Qumran in 1947. Clearly those who produced the Scrolls (identified by most 

as Essenes) adhered to the solar calendar supposed in the Book of Jubilees, an ancient 

calendar that had been repiaced in the Jenisalem Temple, probably in the second century 

B.C.E. by what we customarily think of as the standard Jewish lunar calendar. The calendar 



of Qumran. based on a rough solar year of 364 days with intercalculated additions, was 

ingeniously permanent so that feasts fell on the same weekday every year. For example, on 

the presumption that days are reckoned as beginning in the evening, the 15th of Nisan (the 

date of the paschal rneal) would always begin Tuesday night and continue through 

Wednesday daytime. Usine this adaptation, a harmonizing arrangement of Gospel details 

was proposed to show how Jesus might have followed the Qumran (Essene) solar calendar. 

In this theory the solar calendar is reflected in the time references of the Synoptics, while 

Johannine indications were govemed by the corresponding dates of the officia1 calendar 

followed by the Jerusalem authorities." (see Chart 5, page 161) 

Arguments advanced in defense of this theory are: 

1. It allows more time for events that seem impossibly crowded in the Gospels. 

2. It meets the mishnaic demands requiring trials over more than one day for a 

capital offense with an interstice before sentencing. 

3.  It enables the anointing of lesus by the women at Bethany to be both "six days 

before the Passover" (John 12: 1) and only two or three days before Passover 

(Mark l k l . 3 ) .  

4. There is a Christian tradition that supports a memory of the Last Supper on 

Tuesday evening, especially in D idascal ia Apostoiom 21. 75 

However. many books and articles have been written that dismiss this theory, and 

today it is not widely accepted. 



Two Methods of Reckoning Days 

What has become apparent over the course of this study is that there may well be two 

ways of reckoning a "day." This discovery on my part is not an original thought, but it 

definitely is a thought relegated to the background of common knowledge. In my own church 

we have never been given the liberty to suppose that a day. and hence a Sabbath. might be 

calculated in any other way. Therefore, the impact of this part of this study not only has a 

significant importance in trying to harmonise the apparent contradiction of Matthew 28: 1, 

but it also will be a surprise for many Sabbath-keeping Adventists. It is a surpnse that is 

likely to be treated as an antagonism radier than an aspect of our faith that might uni@ us 

with other Christians. 

The question that needs to be asked now is: How was the day reckoned in Biblical 

times. Was it from sunset to sunset, from sumise to sumise, or both? Three major views 

have been discovered. 

The first view, expressed by ~ . ~ . ~ e a w o o d ~ ~  and U. cassuto7' maintains that the 

sunrise reckoning was the standard method from creation until the beginning of Chnstianity. 

However, U Cassuto contends that "in regard to the festivals and appointed times, the Torah 

ordains that they shall be observed also on the night of the preceding day."78 

The second view, upheld by S. ~e i t l i n '~  and R. de vauxBo holds that the sumise 

reckoning was used in conjunction with the solar calendar. Jacob 2. Lauterbach differs 

slightly by placing the introduction of the sunset reckoning later on at the beginning of the 

Greek period? 



A variation of both theories has been presented by G. ~arrois:~ G. von ~ a d . 8 ~  and 

Roger ~eckwith;' who maintain thar both rnethods of day reckoning coexisted side by side 

in Biblicai times. 

The Biblical evidence for the day begiming and ending at sunset is abundant and 

explicit. The outstanding examples are: 

Leviticus 23:32. The instruction given regarding the observance of the Day of 

Atonement: "It shall be to you a sabbath of solurne rest, and you shall afllict yourselves; on 

the ninth day of the month beginning at evening, from evenins to evenine, shall you keep 

your sabbath." 

Two important points should be noted regarding this text. First, the law in this text 

regards not the observance of the seventh day Sabbath as such, but the Day of Atonement. 

While both festivals were undoubtedly observed "fiom evening to evening," the marner of 

their observance was radicaily different. The Day of Atonement was a day of penance and 

fasting ("you shall afflict yourselves"), whereas the Sabbath was a day of delight and 

celebration (1s. 58: 13-14). Second, Leviticus 23:32 is the concluding statement of 

instructions given fiom verses 27 to 32 on how the Day of Atonement was to be observed "on 

the tenth day of the seventh month" (v.27). Verse 32, however, explains that this day is to be 

observed as "a sabbath of solemn rest ... on the ninth day of the month beginning at evening, 

from evening to evening." 

This last verse poses a problem because it changes the Day of Atonement fiom "the 

tenth day" (v.27) to "the ninth day." This change has led Solomon Zeitlin to conclude that 



the fasting of the Day of Atonement lasted two days, the 9th and 10th of ~ i sh r i* '  This 

explanation is unacceptable, however, because several texts speak of the Day of Atonement 

as being exclusively "one day," namely the 10th of Tishri (Ex.30: 10; Lev. 16:29; 25:9; Num. 

29:7-11). 

The plausible explanation is that verse 32 does not intend to change the date of the 

Day of Atonement fiom the 10th to the 9th day of the month, but rather. as Jack Finegan 

explains. to "simply define what the tenth day of the month was at a time when the day had 

corne to be reckoned as begiming in the evening: the tenth day of the month is the day which 

begins on the evening of the ninth and continues to the following e ~ e n i n ~ . ~ ~  

This clarification was apparently needed because, as Finegan points out, "in making 

the shifi from a moming reckoning to an evening reckoning, the 'day' was in fact moved 

back so that it began a half day earlier than had been the case previously."87 To avoid any 

misunderstanding, the verse explains with utrnost precision that the tenth day, according to 

the sunset reckoning, began "on the ninth day of the month beginning at evening" and it was 

to be kept "fiorn evening to evening." 

The conclusion, then, is that Leviticus 23:32 does provide explicit evidence for the 

sunset reckoning, but it also suggests-by anticipating the beginning of the 10th &y to the 

evening of the 9th-that the sunrise reckoning was also apparently in use. 

Another noteworthy example of sunset reckoning is: 

Nehemiah 13: 19. "When it began to be dark at the gates of Jenisalem before the 

sabbath, 1 commanded that the doon should be shut and gave orders that they should not be 



opened until after the Sabbath." 

This verse contains a significant emphasis in that Nehemiah commanded the doors to 

be shut "when it began to be dark." What this presumably means is that Nehemiah ordered 

the gates to be closed on Friday earlier than usual. 

The gates were generally closed when it was completely dark. This is evidenced by 

the story of the two spies who entered Jencho in the evening and who, according to Rahab's 

response to the king's guards, left "when the gate was to be closed at dark" (Joshua 25).  

Contrary to prevailing custom of closing the gates when it was completely dark. Nehemiah 

ordered the gates to be closed "when it began to be dark (salai)," that is, at the beginning of 

dusk. 

The obvious reason for anticipating the shutting of the gates is the fact that, as noted 

by H.R. Stroes, "the Sabbath was drawing near (with the evening!). This text seems to me an 

almost conclusive indication that the Sabbath, at least post-exile, began in the e ~ e n i n ~ . ~ *  

The sunset reckoning is suggested by two texts where the evening is mentioned 

before the morning. In the Bible the moming is generally mentioned before the evening, 

because this is the order in which they came in the waking and working day. In the law of the 

continual burnt offering, for exmple, the moming sacrifice is mentioned before the evening 

sacrifice (Ex. 29:39-41), obviously because the former marked the beginning of the daily 

priestly rninistration at the tabernacle. 

An exception to morning-evening sequence is found in Daniel 8: 14,26, where the 



interruption of the continual bumt oflering is said to extend to "2300 evenings and 

rnomings." Another exception is found in Psalm 55: 17. where the psalmist says that he will 

utter his prayer "evening and moming and at noon." In both instances the order is irregular 

and seems to suggest the hour of the evening sacrifice and prayer, that is, sunset time when 

the new day began. 

Another indication of sunset reckoning can be seen in those passages where the 

"night" is mentioned before the "day." The sequence is less frequent in the Old Testament 

than the sequence in which the "day" is mentioned before the "night." 

Esther, for example, sent word to Mordicai, to tell the Jews to "neither eat nor dnnk 

for three days. night or day" (Esther 4: 16). Similarly Solomon prayed at the dedication of the 

Temple that Godç "eyes may be open night and day toward this house" (1 Kings 8:29).89 

In the New Testament examples such as these are more nurnerous and more widely 

di~tributed.~' Since in rnost instances there is no contextual reason why the night should be 

mentioned before the day, it seems fair to assume that the order suggests a reckoning where 

the day begins and ends at nightfall. 

The sunset reckoning is implied also in many passages of the Mosaic Law where the 

ceremonial uncleanness terminates at evening. For example, Leviticus 22:4-7 States that 

"whoever touches anythuig unclean through contact with the dead ... shall be unclean until the 

evening-when the sun is d o m  he shall be clean." 

The reasoning for terminating the penod of uncleanness at the sunset could hardly 



have been because of reluctance to exclude anyone from the camp at night, since in some 

cases uncleanness lasted seven or more days (Num. 19: 19). The fact that even in the latter 

cases the uncleanness ends at sunset, suggests that the day terminated at sunset. 

Perhaps the most explicit evidence of the widespread use of the sunset reckoning at 

the time of Clirirt ir p v i d e d  by ~ h e  f ~ c t  that the people of Cspemsrim vaited on the 

Sabbath until sunset to bnng their sick persons to Jesus. Luke writes: "Now when the sun 

was setting, al1 those who had any that were sick with various diseases brought them to him; 

and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them (Luke 440; cf. Mark 1 :32). 

The fact that people would wait for the end of the Sabbath at the setting of the sun to 

bring their sick persons to Christ provides unmistakable evidence that the comrnon people 

reckoned the Sabbath from sunset to sunset. 

John corroborates the use of the sunset reckoning when he writes. "Now on the first 

day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, when it was still dark" (John 20:1). 

The fact that John speaks of the first day when refemng to the dark hours before sunrise, 

clearly indicates that he is reckoning the day fiom sunset, or less probably, fiom mid-night, 

according to the officia1 Roman reckoning. In either case. the sumise reckoning is to be 

excluded. 

Josephus offers explicit evidence of the prevaiiing sunset reckoning in New 

Testament times when he describes how one of the priests stood on an elevated place in 

Jemalem? called Pastophoria. and "gave a signal beforehand, with a tnimpet, at the 

beginning of every seventh day, in the evening twilight, and also at the evening when they 



were to leave off work, and when they were to work again."g' In this staternent, Josephus 

explains with remarkable clarity how the Sabbath began and ended in the evening with the 

priest's blowing of the trumpet. 

The evidence for a sunrise reckoning in Bible times is not as explicit and abundant as 

that found for sunset reckoning, yet it cannot be ignored. The evidence can be grouped in 

four different categories. 

One type of evidence for the sumise reckoning is found in the laws regarding the 

thanksgiving and votive offerings. The former law prescribes that "the flesh of the sacrifice 

of his peace offenng for thanksgiving shall be eaten on the day of his offenng; he shall not 

leave any of it until the moming" (Lev. 7: 15). 

The sarne law is repeated more explicitly in Leviticus 22:29-30: "When you sacrifice 

a sacrifice of thanksgiving to the Lord ..A shall be eaten on the same day, you shall leave 

none of it until moming." The insistence of the eating of the sacrifice "on the sarne day" 

before the arriva1 of the "morning," implies that the next morning marked the b e g i ~ i n g  of 

the next day. This suggests that the day began in the moming, because as Roland de Vaux 

points out. "had the day begun in the evening the wording would have ordered the meat to be 

eaten before the evening. "g2 

This conclusion seems supported also by the legislation regarding the votive offenng 

&en immediately after that of the thanksgiving offering. The law says: "But if the sacrifice 

of his offering is a votive offering or a fieewill offering it shall be eaten on the day he offers 

sacrifice, and on the morrow what remains of it shall be eaten" (Lev. 7: 16). In this case the 



flesh of the sacrifice could be eaten both on the day of the sacrifice and "on the morrow." By 

virtue of the parallelism with the preceding law. the "morrow" must begin in the moming. 

What the two laws are saying is that while the flesh of the thanksgiving offering was 

to be eaten o d y  on the same day the sacrifice was made, that is, until the morning when the 

new day began, the tlesh of the votive sacrifice could be eaten also "on the morrow." that is, 

after the morning which marked the end of the day in which the sacrifice was made. Both 

laws, then, suggest that the morning marked the end of a day and the beginning of a new day. 

A second type of evidence supporting the sunrise reckoning seems implied also in the 

Passover legislation of Exodus 12. The law prescnbes that the Paschal lamb must be 

slaughtered on the "fourteenth day of this montLin  the evening" (v. 6 )  and must be eaten 

"that night" (v. 8) with "unleavened bread and bitter herbs" (v. 8), leaving none of it "until the 

morning" (v. 10). Later in the same chapter the night during which the Passover lamb was 

eaten with the unleavened bread is explicitly designated as "the fourteenth day of the month" 

(v. 18). 

What this means is that in Exodus 12 both the slaying of the Passover larnb, which 

took place "between the two evenings" (Ex. 12:6-that is to Say, as Josephus explains. 

between three and five o'clock in the afterno~n);~ and the eating of the lamb with 

unleavened bread, which took place on the following night, are placed on the same 

fourteenth day of the month. 

This time reference can not be harmonized with the sunset reckoning, according to 

which the night following the sacrifice of the passover was not the 14th but the 15th day of 



Nisan. In fact, in several passages which reflect the sunset reckoning, the beginning of the 

Feast of Unleavened Bread is explicitly placed "on the fi fieenth day" (Lev. 235;  Num. 

28: 16). 

According to the surrise reckoning, however, both the slaying of the lamb and the 

eating of it with unleavened bread would take place on the 14th day, because the night 

following the slaying of the lamb would still br the 14th day until sumise. This method, 

then, seems to be implied in Exodus 12, because. speaking of "the 14th day of the month" it 

explicitly says: "And you shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread, for on this very day I 

brought your hosts out of the land of Egypt" (v. 17; cf. W. 18.42. 5 1). 

Jacob 2. Lautebach observes that "if they came out at night that is the night 

following the fourteenth day. and it is said on the very same day, that is on the 14th day, they 

were brought out. it clearly indicates that the night following the fourteenth day is still part of 

that day. "94 

These considerations suggest that in Exodus 12 the s u ~ s e  reckoning is used, since 

the events of the night following the slaying of the Passover lamb, namely, the eating of the 

lamb with unleavened bread and the departure from Egypt, are both placed on the 14th day. 

Elsewhere these events are explicitly placed "on the fifieenth day of the first month" (Num. 

33 :3; cf 28: 1 7; Lev. 23:5), thus indicating the use of the sunset reckoning. 

The sunrise reckoning of the Passover in Exodus 12 seems reflected also in Mark 

14: 12 (cf. Matt 26: 16) where the slaying of the Passover lamb and the feast of Unleavened 

Bread are both placed on the same day: "On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they 



sacrifice the Passover lamb" (v. 12). This statement suggests a s u ~ s e  reckoning, according 

to which. as Jack Finegan explains. "the day when the Passover larnb was slain and the day 

when the unleavened bread was eaten were indeed the sarne day, as Mark 14: 12 ~tates."'~ 

Some commentators explain Mark's identification of "the first day of Unleavened 

Bread" with the day "when they sacrificed the Passover lamb" as a loose temporal 

designation. because technically. according to the sunset reckoning, the two events occurred 

on two consecutive days. 

To support this explanation. appeal is made to the statement of Josephus which says: 

"We keep a f a s t  for eight days, which is called the Feast of Unleavened ~ r e a d . " ~ ~  The 

reasoning is that Mark. like Josephus, reckoned the two feasts together as beginning on the 

14th day of Nisan, presurnably because the 14th day was seen as the beginning of the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread. because on that day a11 the leaven was removed from the house in 

preparation for the feast itself. 

Whiie it is true that Josephus speaks loosely of the feast of Unleavened bread as 

lasting eight days, presumably because he includes the search and removal of leaven which 

took place on the 14th day, he clearly differentiates between the two feasts when he 

describes the time of their celebration. He writes: "On the fourteenth day of the lunar month 

... the law ordained that we should every year slay that sacrifice which ... was cailed 

Passover .... The Feast of Unieavened Bread succeeds that of the Passover, and falls on the 

15th day of the month, and continues seven ~ l a ~ s . " ~ '  

In view of the existing distinction between the two days on which the two feasts 



began, the dating of them on the same day found in Mark 14: 12 suggests the possible use of 

the sumise reckoning. 

A third type of evidence for the sunrise reckoning is suggested by the mention of 

"day" before "night" which occurs in approximately 50 references. For example, speaking of 

the Jews who were plotting to kill Paul, Acts 9 2 4  says: "They were watching the gates day 

and night, to kill him." Similady. Luke 18:7 says: "And will not God vindicate His elect. 

who cry to Him day and night?" The same order occurs in Revelation 12: 10 where it speaks 

of Satan "who accuses them [the saints] day and night before our God." 

Obviousiy the order in which "day and night" are given is not necessarily indicative of 

sunrise reckoning, because the context may supply a reason why the day is mentioned before 

the night. No contextual reason. however. can be detected in examples such as those given 

above. It would thus seem plausible to conclude that this order is suggested by the fact that 

the day was seen as beginning with sunrise. It must be added that the reverse order occurs 

also. though less frequently. This may suggest the possible coexistence of two methods of 

day reckoning: sunrise to s u ~ s e  and sunset to sunset. 

A fourth type of evidence suggests a s u ~ s e  reckoning is provided by those passages 

in which the night is reckoned with the previous day. In 1 Samuel 19: 1 1, for example, 

Michal warns her husband David, after Saul's messengers surrounded their house, saying: "If 

you do not Save your life tonight, tomorrow you will be killed" (cf. 1 Sam. 28:8,9,25). The 

fact that at might Michal referred to the next morning as "tomorrow" clearly suggests that the 

new day began in the morning. 



In Genesis 1 9:34, the older daughter of Lot. afier sleeping with her father during the 

night. says to her sister "on the next day ...' Behold. 1 lay 1 s t  night with my father; let us make 

him dnnk wine tonight also; then you go in and lie with hirn' ...." Herc too, the new day seems 

to begin with the next rnoming because the night is reckoned with the preceding day. 

In the ston, of the Levite of Ephriam we are told that he stayed four days with his 

father-in-law. On the f i f i  day the father-in-law says to him: "Behold. now the day hm 

waned toward evening; pray tarry al1 night ... and tomorrow you shall arise early in the 

moming for your journey, and go home" (Judges 19:9). The fact that the moming following 

the night is referred to as "tornorrow" suggests that the new day here begins at s u ~ s e .  

Another exarnple is provided by the story of the gathenng of the quails. Numbers 

1 1 :32. says: "And the people rose al1 that day, and al1 night. and al1 the next day, and 

gathered the quails. "This passage is less decisive because the expression "the next day" 

could simply mean "the next daytime." since in Hebrew the term "day--yomtl is used also to 

designate daytime as distinct fiom nighttirne (Gen. 15). 

Other examples occur in the New Testament. Mark 1 1 : 1 1, for exarnple, states that 

Jesus "entered Jerusalem and went to the temple; and when he had looked round at 

everythng, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve." Verse 12 

continues the narrative by telling "on the following day" Jesus returned fiom Bethany to 

Jerusalem. It would seem that here the new day has begun with the rnoming following the 

preceding evening. 

Acts 4:3 speaks of Peter and John being anested and put "in custody until the 



morrow, for it was already evening." In Acts 23:32 the soldiers who marched through the 

night to b h g  Paul to Antipatris "on the morrow they retumed to the barracks, leaving the 

horsemen to go on with him." In both instances. the night belongs to the preceding day, 

suggesting that the day began and ended at daybreak. 

The day appean to begin at sumise also in Mark 16:2 which says: "And very early on 

the first day of the week they [the two Marys] went to the tomb when the sun bad risen." 

According to the sunset reckoning the "very early" part of the first day of the week would be 

the hours immediately following the end of the Sabbath at sunset--what we wuuld cal1 

Saturday night. Mark. however, takes pains to explain what he means by "very early on the 

first day of the week," namely, not the early hours of the night immediately following the 

close of the Sabbath at sunset. but "when the sun had risen." 

Mark repeatedly throughout his Gospel de fines his time re ferences by a qualifjmg 

clause (see 1 :32, 3 5; 4:35; l3:24; l4:3O; l5:42) to be sure to be understood by his Gentile 

readers. In this instance he must have felt that a clarification was needed because among his 

Gentile readers there were different systems of day reckoning. 

Pliny sums up the different methods of day reckoning existing in New Testament 

times. saying, "the Babylonians count the period between two sumises, the Athenians that 

between two sunsets, the Umbrians fiom midday to midday, the cornmon people everywhere 

fiom dawn to dark, the Roman priests and the authorities who fixed the official day, and also 

the Egyptians and Hipparchus, the period fiom midnight to midnight."g8 

In light of the various ways of reckoning the day among different people, Mark saw 



the need to chri@ what he rneant by "very early on the first day of the week," narnely, "when 

the sun had risen." This time reference presupposes a sunrise reckoning because according to 

the sunset reckoning, by the time the sun had risen it was the middle and not the early part of 

the first day. 

The foregoing evidence for the s u ~ s e  reckoning provides a plausible explanation for 

the apparent contradiction present in the time references of Matthew 28: 1. If Matthew. like 

Josephus. sometimes used the sunrise to sumise reckoning, then his statement that the two 

Marys came to see the sepulchre "in the end of the Sabbath. as it began to dawn toward the 

first day of the week" (Man. 28: 1: KJV), makes perfect sense, because the end of the Sabbath 

would indeed mark the dawning of the first day of the week. 

A number of scholars have argued in favor of this explanation. Julian Morgenstern 

writes regarding Matthew 28: 1 : "There it is explicitly stated that Mary Magdalene and the 

other Mary came to the tomb of Jesus late on the Sabbath day, just as it began to dawn 

toward the first day of the week. Inasmuch as these last moments of the night, just preceding 

the dawn are called 'late on the Sabbath day,' and the first day of the week does not begin 

until dawn. it is manifest that the day is still reckoned here fiom dawn to dam.* 

Roger T. Beckwith also concludes that Matthew 28: 1 may provide "an explicit 

endorsement" of the sunrise reckoning. He writes: "According to one interpretation, the 

verse States that the women came to the Lord's tomb 'late on the Sabbath day, as it began to 

dawn towards the first day of the week.' If this is nght (and o p e  with the genitive cerrainly 

can mean 'late on'), what Josephus says implicitly of the Passover is here said explicitly of the 



Sabbath. that it ends at daybreak.Io0 

Beckwith, however. also finds indications in Matthew for the sunset reckoning, and 

thus he concludes by suggesting the possibility that "the two reckonings were not in rivalry 

with each other, but could co-exist harmoniously within the mind of a single w-riter.""' 

Thus. determining an exact day is not easy. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE YEAR PROBLEM 

The Year of the Crucifiuion/Resurrection 

In ordinary dating the Romans used the formula "in the consulship of ---------- and 

_______-__ ." narning each year after the two consuls, the joint chief magistrates of the republic, 

who were elected yearly. Under the empire the consuls still held office annually, from 

January 1. Surviving consular lists enable us to locate each consular years in the B.C.E. and 

C.E. scale. Until 23 B.C.E. Augusnis legalized his control of the state by holding the 

consulship every year with various "colleagues" who actually had no power. At fint he 

reckoned his years by the nurnber of times he had been consul. Then he relinquished the 

consulship and changed to what became the official method of designating the years of the 

emperor-by the number of years he had held the tribunician power, that is, the power 

(though not the office) of tribune. Such years were reckoned as beginning on the anniversary 

of the first bestowal of the tribunician power.'@2 

In the Eastern provinces and dependent kingdoms of the Roman empire the customs 

of dating by the numbered calendar years of each reign had so long prevailed that the peoples 

of the east continued to apply this method, in their respective local calendan, to Roman 

emperors. 

The local differences cm best be explained by going back to Augustus. The setting 



up of his rule over the empire was not a single event accomplished in a day. Generally his 

reign is dated fiom 27 B.C.E. because in January of that year he was given the honorific 

name of Augustus and his chief constitutional powers were voted to him by the Senate. But 

in the East his rule was dated from his conquests there. In Syria and neighboring provinces it 

was regarded as beeinning - in 3 1 B.C.E. with the Rattle of .Actium on September 2, the 

decisive point at which he won control of the empire by his defeat of Anthony. In Egypt his 

reign waç counted from the death of Cleopatra in 30 B.C.E., for he was regarded as her 

successor, by right of conquest, as King of Egypt. There his reign was reckoned by Egyptian 

calendar years h m  Thoth 1. 30 B.c.E."~ 

A regnal-year dating formula, such as that used by Luke. "the fifieenth year of the 

reign of Tiberius" was apparently never used by Tibenus himself in Rome and would depend 

for its rneaning on the particular local calendar used by the writer: that is, on whether he was 

counting the year fiom the Egyptian Thoth 1 (always, afier the time of Augustus, in August), 

or fiom the Jewish Nisan or Tishri. During and after the Hellenistic penod local Sflan 

calendars varied even fkorn city to city.'" 

For the New Testament, the Jewish reckoning of years is important, but nothing is 

known of Jewish dating from contemporaxy first-century dated documents. Palesthian coins 

canying regnal-year numbers of Roman emperors are known, but there is no doub:e dating or 

other synchronism by which the B.C.E. or C.E. Julian year can be located. However, the oniy 

available indications, iÎom Jewish literature, imply that in the t h e  of Chnst the regnd yean 

of the local Jewish kings were reckoned fiom the s p ~ g .  We can also find that Josephus, 

writing in the first cennÿy, reckoning the years of Herod the Great fiom the spring, and aiso 



by the "non-accession-year" method. (By this reckoning the calendar year that had begun as 

the last year of the old reign ended as the year 1 of the new king, and thus canied two 

numbers.)'05 This tradition of the same year method is also preserved in the Talmud, which 

States that Nisan i was the New Year for the Israelite kings (but Tishri 1, in the autumn, for 

The same chapter that contains the phrase "about thirty years of age" (Luke 3 :23), 

contains the only definite regnal-year date in the New Testament: John the Baptist came 

from the wilderness "into al1 the country of Jordan. preaching," just preceding the baptism of 

Jesus, in "the fifieenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar" (Luke 3: 1). Luke also places this 

event during the administration of Pontius Pilate (C.E. 26-36), of Herod (Antipas) (4 B.C.E.- 

C.E.39), of Philip (4 B.C.E. - 33/34 C.E.), and Lysanias (exact dates unknown. but about this 

time), and the pnesthood of Annas (c. C.E. 6- 14) and Caiaphas, (c. C.E. 1 8-3 6).Io7 This 

combination of dates assigns the date of Luke's event to C.E. 26-34. But only the 15th year 

of Tibenus can limit to a specific year. 

The identification of this regnal year depends on Luke's method of dating, since the 

years of an emperor's reign were counted by various subject peoples in their own differing 

local calendars, not by a uniform officia1 reckoning. Officially, Tiberius, like Augustus, was 

"princeps" and imperator, never king, and "the fifieenth year of the reign" was not a Roman 

dating formula at dl. The Roman date would likely have been expressed as the 29th 

(or 30th) year of Tiberius' tribunician power, or a consular year. Luke's phrase was an 

Eastern one, current in the provinces that had formerly reckoned their dates by the regnal 

years of their own kings and overlords, each in its own calendar. What calendar year did 



Luke use? Did he count Tiberius' Far 1 the year in which the king came to the throne, or the 

first full calendar year beginning at the next New Year's day? Did he count the begiming of 

the reign From Augustus' death or fiom a coregency beginning earlier? We rnust know al1 

this in order to answer the question: M a t  did Luke mean when he said "fifieenth year"? 

Unfominately we do not know al1 this. Frcm t!he source eWdenre zv-i!able the awxer cm 

have. at best. only a high probability of accuracy. 

Now. since we have so linle success in determining the year of the start of Christ's 

ministry, one other way of reckoning seems left open to us. and that is to look at Christ's 

ministry, crucifixion and resurrection and see if we c m  harmonize some of the known 

activities, especially on particular days. with the years that will provide a fit. But before we 

get too excited. one more wee disagreement needs to be paid homage. Along with everything 

else. there is no agreement as to the length of Chnst's ministry. No one of the various 

harmonies of the Gospels can claim complete proof for its chronology. Some assign one 

year, othen two and over. othen three and a half. some even seven years to the period. 

Specifically because of the information presented in Chapter 9 and the Bible narratives of 

John's three Passoven (John 2: 13; 6:4; 12: 1 ;) and one other feast unnamed (John 5: 1 ) but 

interpreted to be Iikewise a Passover, this investigator is a proponent of a 3 '/z year time-line 

for the ministry of Christ. beginning it in the autumn of C.E. 27 and ending it in the rpring of 

C.E. 31. 

1 have attempted to confirm that Jesus died on Friday and rose on the following 

Sunday. The day of the rnonth most generally held by scholars for that Friday is what is 

called the 14th of Nisan by the kwish leaders who accused ksus  to Pilate. The topic still to 



be discussed is the year of the crucifixion~resurrection. to which the New Testament gives no 

due except what cm be derived fiom the staternent about the 15th year of Tiberius and fiom 

the length of Jesus' ministry. Contemporary non-Biblical history funiishes no independent 

evidence. The nearest approach to a date is the bare staternent of Tacitus that "Christus, 

(Annals xv.44). The early church generally agreed that Jesus was crucified on Nisan 14 

(a few said the 1 Sth), but most soon lost track of computing the Jewish-calendar date. There 

was, frorn the earliest writings, a wide disagreement on the year. According to one tradition 

the date was March 25 in the consulship of the Gemini (C.E.29); another identified the 

darkness of the cross with a solar eclipse mentioned by a pagan annalist, Phlegon, as 

occumng in 01.202.4 (the 4th year of the 202d Olympiad, C.E.32/33): there was also a 

tradition in some quarten that C.E. 3 1 was the year of the ~ r u c i f i x i o n . ' ~ ~  

Of approximately one hundred scholars examined regarding their theones on the year 

of Jesus' death? and thus the year of the resurrection, the dates range fiom C.E. 21 to C.E. 36. 

niey break d o m  approximately as follows: 

C.E. 21 = 1 
CIE. 24 = 1 
C.E. 26 = 1 - 3 
C.E. 27 = 1 - 3 
C.E. 28 = 1 - 3 

C.E. 29 = 13 
C.E. 30 = 53 
C.E.31 = 1 - 3  
C.E. 32 = 1 - 3 

C.E. 33 = 24 
C.E. 34 = 1 
C.E. 35 = O 
C.E. 36 = 1 - 3 

End ~ o t e ' ~  

The A.D. 29 date, generally comected to the theory of a one-year ministry, offers no 

possibil i~ of a Fnday, Nisan 14 crucifixion; the 14th would fdl on Saturday, Sunday, or 

beyond. A solar eclipse always occunhg at new moon could not have occurred at a Passover 



(which is a full-moon fast), nor can an eclipse last so long. The modem tendency has been 

to attempt to settle the cnicifixion date by computing the lunar date backward from modem 

astronomical tables for the most likely year between 30 and 33 that would allow a Friday 

14th of Nisan. The date is limited to a tirne within Pilate's term of office (A.D. 26-36) and 

somewhat after Tibenus' 15th yeE, 2~n.d !o a Jewirh year in ~ h c h  the &y for s1ci)ing the 

Passover l m b  fell on a Friday. Consequently. the problem has corne to be regarded as a 

search for a Friday 14th of the Jewish month Nisan, the lunar month beginning with the 

crescent moon of either March or April. Since astronomical evidence has been clairned for 

different dates, its validity m u t  be discussed here, though the variation in methods and 

results indicates that extreme caution is to be observed in basing a conclusion on 

astronomical and calendrical calculations alone. Such computation can fix dates on specific 

eclipse records or other exact data., but new-moon computations cm merely exclude a date 

completely if it places a month in an obviously impossible relationship to the moon's phases. 

A lunar date computed as possible is not thereby proved to be the actual date; there are too 

many uncertainties. 

Possible Years for a Friday Crucifuion: 

By modem methods of calculating the astronomical new moon and estimating the 

interval between that and the first day of the lunar month, it niay be concluded that a Fnday 

14th could have occuned in three possible lunar months between C.E. 28 and 33. 

a. The rnonth beginning one day and about 22 hours d e r  the new moon of March, 

C.E. 30 (approximately March 25), if reckoned from the visibility of the of the 

crescent (the 14th being Friday, April7). 



b. The month begiming three days and about 4 hours after the new moon of April, 

C.E. 3 1 (approximately April 14), if reckoned by a somewhat longer but possible 

interval afier the astronomical new moon (the 14th being Fnday, Apri127). 

c. The month begiming one day and about five hours afler the new moon of March, 

C.E. 33 (approximately March 21, with the 14th on .4pd 3) if ?hir u~~urually early 

date could introduce Nisan, rather than Adar II."' 

No other years in this period offer a possible Fnday Passover day. 

C.E. 33: an Untenable Date 

In the past the long-accepted date of the crucifixion was C.E. 33 (set forth as early as 

the 13th century by Roger Bacon). This has appeared in the Ussher-Lloyd marginal dates in 

many KJV Bibles. However, the date is seldom advocated today. It was originally based on 

the assumption that the Jewish calendar of the fint century C.E. was computed exactly the 

same as the revised forrn of that cdendar that was introduced severai centuries after Christ 

and has corne down through the Middle Ages to modem times. This Iater Jewish calendar 

allows the Passover to corne much earlier (at tirnes as early as March 15). (See chapt. 6 on 

the Jewish calendar.) The possible Fnday 14th in C.E. 33 would require Nisan to begin 

Mach  21, four days ahead of the earliest Nisan 1 of the Babylonian cycle in that period, and 

eariier than Elephantine papyri (5th century B.C.E.) would indicate for older Jewish practice. 

Hence the month beginning on March 21, C.E. 33, would be expected to be an Adar 11."' 

If that month was Nisan, one of two alternatives is tme: either the whole Jewish cycle 

was then ninning earlier than the Babylonian, or that was an exceptionally early Nisan, out of 



line with the usual cycle. Such an unusual cycle would begin Nisan in March most of the 

time. and in some years not merely four days ahead of the expected limit, but much earlier 

than that; therefore such a cycle would be out of harmony with the offering of the wave 

sheaf? which was part of the Nisan festivals as long as the temple stood. If the Nisan of C.E. 

33 was an irregular month, earlier than nonrial for the fixed cycle, Lhen in the absence of 

positive documentary evidence this date for the crucifixion becomes mere conjecture. Since 

there is no evidence. to support either premise, C.E. 33 should not be considered uniess it 

offen the only possible Friday 14th in the whole period. and such is not the case. The lunar 

month beginning in March, C.E. 33 should. from al1 the evidence, be an Adar 11. In that case 

Nisan came a month later. in which the 14th was not on a Friday. This evidence is so strong 

against C.E. 33 as to rule it out of senous consideration. This reduces the choices to C.E. 30 

or 31. 

The Choice Between 30 and 31 

The most popular choice by faq in this cenniry, has been C.E. 30. Though some who 

reckon two or even three years as the duration of Christ's ministry have held this date, a 

3%-year duration c m o t  be reckoned as ending in C.E. 30 without supposing a CO-regency 

reckoning for the 15th year of Tiberius. Therefore the more recent exponents of this date 

have tended to advocate a duration of a one year rninistry or a little more. The basis has 

generally been the lunar computation of Friday, April7, as the 14th of Nisan. Further, the 

fact that this date harmonizes with the Babylonian 19-year cycle (as developed in the 4th 

cennuy B.C.E.)? whereas 33 does not, has been taken in some quarters as decisive evidence 

in favor of 30. 



A modem New Testament scholar points out this uncertainty, citing the most 

confident modem exponent of that date: "A.T. Olmstead identified the day of ksus' 

crucifixion as Friday. April 7, 30 C.E. - probably correctly ifthe Jerusalem Jewsfollowed the 

Babylonian calendar in reckoning Passuver"'" However, the year 30 r a t s  on two 

assumptions: ( 1 )  that Nisan in that year war the mont! heginning In Msch, nct in 

April; and (2) that the month began with the obrzrvation of the crescent on the evening of 

Mach 24. Neither of these assumptions can be proved. 

Not dl scholars accept the two basic assumptions on which the date C.E. 30 depends. 

Some of them, employing different but equally valid premises and marshalling evidence that 

seems to them equally, if not more reasonable, reach the conclusion that C.E. 3 1, rather than 

C.E. 30. is the more probable year. h the absence of actual documentary evidence as to the 

Jewish method of computing the calendar in the early 1 st century, it seems unsafe to assume 

that the Jewish Nisan in C.E. 30 was necessarily the lunar month beginning in March. It is 

pointed out later in the discussion of months that in C.E. 30 the Jewish caiendar in al1 

probability did not follow the Babylonian cycle, which would begin Nisan with the March 

rnoon, but that there is equal if not greater probability that the Jews began that Nisan in 

April. This April Nisan would not have had a Friday Passover. It is m e r  pointed out that 

C.E. 3 1 is astronomically possible if Nisan in that year began after more than a minimum 

interval 60m the astronomical new moon-a day or two later than some have calculated. 

Likewise it is noted that an intentional delay of one day for partisan reasons may be implied 

in the difference between the Thursday Mght observance of the Passover supper by Chnst 

and His disciples and the Fnday evening observance by the Jewish leaders who took Jesus 



before Pilate--a difference ascribed by cntics to a discrepancy between the accounts of the 

Synoptic Gospels and John. 

Those who present evidence that may point to C.E. 3 1 W y  admit that, in the 

present state of knowledge. the case for that year cannot be established by astronomical and 

calendrical proof. But they consider it proper to cal1 attention to facts that indicate a equal 

lack of certainty for C.E.30. and the advisability of refraining from any dogmatic assertion in 

behalf of either year. The conclusion may be reached that 3 1, or some other year, cm be 

considered astronomically possible or probable if certain conditions are assumed. But in the 

absence of source data establishing the now unknown conditions, calendar computation must - -' 
be subordinated to other factors in making a decision as to the more probable year. The 

advocates of 3 1 have generally reckoned a 3 1R-year ministxy from late C.E. 27. and have 

taken into account the hlfillment of Daniel's prophecy of "the midst of the week" (Dan. 

9:27). 

The Argument for 30 C.E. - Its Problems 

In C.E. 30 the lunar month began presumably on March 25, possiblv late enough for 

Nisan. On the other hand it was possibly early enough to have been designated Adar 11, the 

13th month. March 25th rnay have been considered too near the borderline to allow a 

definite decision on this point without specific evidence. 

Those who believe that the Jewish calendar of that tirne coincided with the 

Babylonian are sure that C.E. 30 was the year of the crucifixion because of their certainty 

that in that year the Babylonian Nisan, the first month (corresponding to the Jewish Nisan), 



was the lunar month beginning in March--one of the three possible lunar months in which the 

14th could be on Friday. Nisan would not have begun in April that year; C.E. 30/3 1 was a 

13-month year in the Babylonian calendar, according to the tixed cycle that was developed in 

the 4th century B.C.E. and still used in astronomical texts through Jesus' day, and a 13th 

month yelr dw2yys hegm in Mach. If the Jews !ikevrise Uegan Xism :vitt; t iât  sme Mmh 

new moon, then Friday, April7. C.E. 30 could have been the 14th of Nisan, the Passover day. 

If, on the other hand, the Jews repeated Adar in C.E. 30, tben Friday, April 7, would have 

been the 14th of Adar 11, not of Nisan. If so. the Passover day of C.E. 30 would have corne a 

month later, and so not on Friday. In that case C.E. 30 could not have been the year of the 

crucifixion; this would leave 3 1 as the best possibility. 

Accordingly. the alternative conditions for determinhg the year of the death of Jesus 

by the lunar calendar may be stated as follows: 

If the Jews had an Adar 11 in C.E. 30, the crucifixion could g0-t have occurred 

in that year. 

If the Jews had an Adar 11 in C.E.3 1, then the crucifixion might have occurred 

in either 30 or 3 1, according to one of two differing interpretations of the 

reckoning of the month of the new moon. 

The date generally accepted in the scholarly world today is C.E. 30. T h i s  date is 

based on the assumption that the Jewish calendar of Christ's time, like the Babylonian 

calendar, was based on the observation of the crescent moon each month, and that both 

caiendars inserted the 13th month in the sarne years, according to the Babylonian 19-year 

cycle as fixed in the 4th century B.C.E. The big question is how valid is that assumption? 



Most modem tables of the Babylonian calendar give a statement to the effect of the element 

of uncertainty involved in attempts to fix a Babylonian or Jewish date to the exact day and is 

made clear in the authon' statement of their rnethod of r e ~ k o n i n ~ . ' ' ~  Adopting such a date as 

Friday, April 7, C.E. 30, for the day of crucifixion, after reading this waming, should be 

offered. I! m s t ,  I- m!y 3. hi%& pr~(?habi!ity, m t  m es~blished fect. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE MONTH PROBLEM: 
A PROBLEM OF MANY CALENDARS 

This chapter is probably the most convoluted. and other than being very interesting 

and helpful in illustrating the cornplexity of attempts to date the resunection, does little to 

rnake it easier to secure an absolute date. 

Al1 the events, except the nativity, recorded in the New Testament occurred in the 

first century of our era - a penod for which the chronology of the Roman empire is 

well-established - yet their dates cannot be senled beyond dispute because the writers did not 

give enough information. The only New Testament mention of a specific year (the 15th of 

Tiberius) has been subject to varying interpretations. The epistles carry no date lines, and the 

writers of the Gospels were more interested in the naming of events than in their dating. 

The world in which Jesus lived was the Roman Empire of Augustus and Tiberius. In 

this empire many peoples and nations from the Atlantic to the Euphrates, fiom the mouth of 

the Rhine to the cataracts of the Nile, were united under Roman dominion and enjoyed 

Roman peace. But in this are& especially in the East, where the civilizations were much 

older than the civilizations of Rome, the local languages, customs, and religions still 

persisted. Also existing were the various methods of reckoning tirne. Even in official 

matten dates were expressed in t e m s  of the regnal and calendar reckoning of the local area. 



The Roman calendar had been changed under the authority of Julius Caesar fiom the 

lunar to solar at the beginning of the year 45 B.C.E. That is. the Roman months, formerly 

lunar, had been adjusted by Sosigenes, an astronomer fiom Egypt, to the Egyptian 365-day 

solar year, with the addition of an extra day every four years. thus making the year average 

365 'h  d q s .  However. this Julian calendar. which eventually became the heritage of al! 

Europe, was not imposed unifomly throughout the whole Roman ~ r n ~ i r e . '  " 

In Egypt itself Augustus introduced the leap-year systern, with the result that the 

Egyptian New Yeats Day. Thoth 1. ceased to slip backward through the seasons as it had 

always done and became fixed to August 29 (or 30 in some years). Othenvise the Egyptian 

calendar remained the same. with its twelve 30-day months under the old names, and five 

extra days at the end (thenceforth six every fourth l 5  

The provinces east of Egypt kept their lunar calendars of 12 and 13 months, but 

dunng the early centuries of Roman occupation most of them adopted fiom Rome the year of 

365 (366) days, and adapted their own Macedonian and Semitic lunar-month names to the 

Julian months of 3 1.30, or 28 (29) days. In Syria, for example, the Semitic caiendar year 

began with the equivalent of Tishri, which was changed from a lunar month to one of 3 1 

days, coinciding with the Julian October. It is not known to what extent this change had 

taken place in the fnct century of the Christian ~ r a " ~  

The Jewish Calendar - a Month Problem 

The Jews kept a lunar calendar with its months of 30 and 29 days, its year of 12 or 13 

months, and its two beginnings of the year: the religious year, fiom Nisan to Nisan, in the 



spring. and the civil year fiom Tishn to Tishri, in the aunimn. In Christ's time, however, the 

ecclesiastical year. beginning in the spnng, seems ais0 to have been the regnal year, that is, 

the year by which the reigns of the local Jewish (quasi-Jewish) Herodian kings were 

numbered. ' '' 

The Jews had a lunisolar caiendar, that is, lunar months with a penodical adjustrnent 

to keep the calendar year in step with the seasons. Twelve lunar months total about 11 days 

less than the me solar year, which governs the seasons. Therefore an extra month was added 

every two or three years--Adar. the 12th month, was followed by the 13th month. Adar Il. 

This was necessary to keep Nisan. the 1st month. in line wiîh the barley harvest season, 

(early Apiil) to permit the offenng of the wave sheaf (the orner) just afier Passover, during 

the Feast of Unleavened ~read. '"  

The Babylonians had developed a calendar cycle in the 4th cenniry %.C.E. that 

employed a different method of inserting extra months; they doubled their 12th month, 

"Addaru." six times in every 19-year cycle; in one year (now numbered their 17th) they 

doubled "Ululu" (Jewish Elul), the 6th rn~nth.''~ 

The Jews, so far as is known, never at any time inserted an Elul II afler the 6th 

month. Such a procedure would have produced an irreplar interval between the festivals 

that the Levitical law prescribed in the 1 st  and 7th months. Further, the fact that the need for 

the e x m  month was govemed by the relation of the rnid-Nisan barley harvest indicates that 

originaily when the calendar presumably depended solely on observation, the 13th month 

would necessarily be inserted in the spring, just preceding Nisan, and there is no reason to 



suppose a change to doubling the 6th month. Nothing is known of a regularly recurring 

Jewish 19-year cycle. like that of the Babylonian calendar, in Jesus' day.I2O 

A regnal-year dating formula, such as that used by Luke, "the fifieenth year of the 

reign of Tiberius," would depend for its meaning on the particular local calendar used by the 

writer, that is. on whether he was counting the year fiom the Egyptian Thoth 1 (always after 

the time of Augustus. in August), or from the Jewish Nisan. or Tishri, etc. During and after 

the Hellenic period local Syrian calendars varied even fiom city to city. To add confusion to 

the attempt to secure a date are additional factors such as the Julian Calendar, adopted in 45 

B.C.E. by the Romans who were the occupying force in this region. some infiuences canying 

forth fiom the Babylonian calendar, and a multitude of different methods of designating 

years that related to the change of Roman rulers. the celebration of the new year, and in some 

cases, under the Hasmonaeans, related to the ecclesiastic year. Confusion reigns! 

Conclusion Impossible From Calendar Data Alone 

The fact remains that at the present time we cannot be sure of the lunar-calendar 

system of the Jews in the 1st century. Therefore we c m o t  say with certainty, "This, 

according to lunar astronomy, was the year of the crucifixion." With our knowledge of 

general ptinciples revived fiom Babylonian records, fiom earlier Jewish papyri, and fiom 

later Jewish tradition, we can say that only three times during the period allowable for the 

crucifixion cm a possible Fnday 14th of Nisan be computed from lunar data. Since one of 

these? C.E. 33 seems untenable, the alternatives are C.E. 30 or 3 1.1 favor, d e r  al1 this 

research, C.E. 3 1, when including consideration of the "midst" of the 70th week, 3 % years 

afier the baptism of Jesus. But so far as lunar calendar evidence goes, the field remains open 



for those who by one system arrive at C.E. 3 1 (in the mathematicdly exact "midst" of the 

"week"), and those who by another method arrive at C.E. 30 (which sorne accept as the 

approximate midst of the week. Other considerations than lunar calculation must decide the 

choice. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE SABBATH PROBLEM 

Prior to the Resurrection - the End of the Sabbath? 

The problem here is the word "opse," here translated "end," but it may mean either 

"late" or "after." Opse is used but three times in the NT, in Man. 28:1, which we are now 

concemed with. and in Mark 1 1 : 19 and 13:35, where it is translated "even." In Mark 1 1 : 19 

it is not clear whether "opsef1 designates the late afternoon of the day mentioned earlier in the 

narrative. or time after sunset, which would be according to the Hebrew method of reckoning 

tirne, the day following. in Mark 13:35, "opse" means "even." and designates the fint watch 

of the night, from about sunset till about 9:00 p.m. Usage of "opse" in the NT is thus 

comparatively indefinite so far as determining whether the phrase "opse de sabbaton" of 

Man. 28: 1 means late Sabbath afternoon, before sunset, or after Sabbath, on the first day of 

the week.12' 

"Opsia," a related form, appears more Bequently in the NT. "Opsia" is always 

translated "even," "evening," or "eventide." In Man. 8: 16 and Mark 1 :32 it is specifically 

used of tirne following sunset. In M a t  14:23; Mark 6:47; and John 6:16 it also designates 

tirne after s ~ n s e t . ' ~  In Matt. 26:20 and Mark 14: 17 it is used of the Passover meal, which 

was supposeci to be eaten in the early hours of Nisan 15, after sunset that brought Nisan 14 to 

a close. In John 20: 19 it also refers to time after sunset, probably after darkness had set in.'= 



Indefinite as the word "opse" itself is, parallel passages in the other Gospels seem to 

make clear that Matùiew here means "after the Sabbath," not "late on the Sabbath." 

According to Mark 16: 1,2, "when the Sabbath was past," the women "brought sweet spices," 

apparently after sundown Saturday night, and went to the tomb "very early in the morning of 

there seems to be no substantiai reason for doubting that he refen to the same visit 

mentioned in Matt:28: 1. It may also be observed that Jewish regulations on Sabbath travel 

(from Exodus 16:29) would have precluded any visit to the tomb from a distance greater than 

2/3 of a mile. The home of Mary Magdalene was Bethany, a distance of 2 miles fiom 

Jenisalem. If she spent the Sabbath in Bethany (Luke 23:56), she would not have travelled to 

the tomb untiI the S a b b a ~  had closed. 

If, as some hold, the women's visit to the sepulcher (Matt. 28: 1) took place late 

Sabbath aftemoon, the narrative of vs. 2- 15 thereby becomes detached from the time 

statement in v. 1. But vs. 2-1 5 appear to give an account of what took place at the time 

designated in v. 1. It seerns improbable that the detailed time statement of v. 1 should be 

given for the supposed Sabbath afternoon visit to the sepulcher, and no time he indicated for 

the momentous events of vs. 2-1 5. There is nothing to indicate a transition in tirne from 

Sabbath aflemoon to Sunday moming. 

In the second place, if, as some have tried to show, the resurrection itself took place 

Sabbath aftemoon, other difficulties appear. The Roman guard had been stationed at the 

sepulcher during the light hours of Sabbath day (Matt. 27:62-66), yet one night intervened 

between the beginning of their vigil and the resurrection (Matt. 28: 13). Men both language 



and context permit interpreting Matt. 28: 1 in harmony with the manimous statements of the 

other gospel writers. there is no valid reason for doing otherwise. 

Interestingly, at this season of the year, "it began to dawn," the astronornical moming 

twilight, began about 4:00 am. in the latitude of Jerusalem, and the sun rose about 5:30. If 

Mary Magdalene arose about the time it began to get light, and walked fiorn Bethany to 

Calvary. she would have d v e d  there about sunrise. 

And finally, the word "sabbaton" means either "Sabbath," the seventh day of the 

week, or "week." Examples of its use in the latter sense are Luke 18: 12; and 1 Cor. 16:2. 

Sorne (whose zeal to promote their personal ideas greatly exceeds their knowledge of Greek) 

have interpreted "rnia sabbaton" as "the first of the Sabbaths." and concluded that Matthew 

here designates the resurrection Sunday as the first occasion on which Sabbath sacredness 

was transferred to the first day of the week. No Greek scholar has ever attempted to make an 

argument in favor of Sunday sacredness on the bais of this grammaticaily impossible 

translation of Matt. 28: 1 .12' Novices who have made such an atternpt have been rebuked by 

their more scholarly Sunday-keeping brethren who categoricaily deny the possibility of such 

a trans~ation.'~~ 



CHAPTER 8 

EXTRA-BIBLICAL INFORMATION 

There are a nurnber of interesting conjectures circulating that also require 

consideration if we are to thoroughly examine possible dates for the Crucifixion and 

Resurrection of Christ. Some have ties to religious theologies, while still others are outside 

the realm of religious thought. 

The Jehovah Witness tradition has, and is still presently, asking the question "Does it 

(the cross) accurately portray the way Chnst died?"'26 

Their argument is that the cross first came into use during the time of Constantine, 

hence d e r  321 C.E. Apparently, so the story goes, Constantine had a vision of a cross on 

which were inscnbed the words "Hoc vince", meaning, "By this conquer." Constantine then 

made the cross the standard of his amies and evennially introduced Chnstianity as the state 

religion. It was at this tirne it (the cross) becarne a syrnbol of the church.12' 

Their argument continues by saying that it is highly unlikely that Christ actually died 

on a cross. Using a definition fiom The International Standard Bible Encvclowdia (1 979), 

under the heading "cross," they point out the original Greek word "stauros," designating a 

pointed, vertical, wooden stake f r d y  fixed in the ground ... and were set up as instruments 

of torture on which serious offenders of the law were publicly suspended to die.I2' 



The Latin word "cm," fiom which we get cross, was used as a r e n d e ~ g  of 

"stauros." The argument continues that we mistakenly assume that a "cnix" was necesshly a 

stake with a cross bearn. The Imperia1 Bible Dictionan, says, "Even arnongst Romans the 

c r u  appears to have been onginally an upright pole, and thus always remained the more 

prominent part. ' 2 9  

The book The Non-Christian Cross adds: "There is not a single sentence in any of the 

numerous writings foming the New Testament, which in the original Greek, bears even 

indirect evidence to the effect that the stauros used in the case of Jesus was other than an 

ordinary stauros [pole or stake]; much less to the effect that it consisted. not of one piece of 

timber, but of two pieces nailed together in the form of a cross." Christ could well have been 

impaled on a form of c m  (stauros) know as the "crux simplex." That was how such a stake 

was illustrated by the Roman Catholic scho!ar Justus Lipsius of the 16th century."* 

The Jehovah Witness scholars then ask about the other Greek word "xy'lon." It was 

used in the Greek Septuanint translation of the Bible at Ezra 6:  1 1. In the New World 

Translation this reads, "And by me an order has been put through that, as for anybody that 

violates this decree, a timber will be pulled out of his house and he will be impaled upon it, 

and his house will be turned into a public privy on this account." Clearly, a single beam, or 

"timber," was involved here. 1 3 '  

Numerous translatoa of the Christian Greek Scrîptures (New Testament) therefore 

translates Peter words at Acts 530 to read: "The God of our forefathers raised up Jesus, 

whom you slew, hanging him upon a stake [or,"treeU according to the King James Version, 



New International Version, The Jerusalem Bible, and the Revised Standard version] ."132 

From this argument, the Jehovah's Witnesses state their position of Jesus dying upon 

the cross as being an untruth, and they have found solace by discovering others with whorn 

they can agree. A church paper of the Evangelical-Luthem State church of 

Schleswig-Holstein, 'Die kirche der Heimat' (The Church of the Homeland), remarked in its 

issue of August 2, 195 1 : "Wlether the cross on Golgotha had a crossba. or not or whether it 

was just a plain stake, whether it had the T-form or whether it had a crossbar placed across 

the upnght stake is impossible to determine  no^."'^^ 

However, Bible scholars need to be quick to respond to misleading and an argument 

llke this. While many of the things mentioned in the Watch Tower article may be true, their 

arguments draw on various nuances of the whole story to make their case and abandons some 

of the factual evidence. 

Primary in the evidence perhaps is the discovery of abandoned crypts and ossuaries 

fiom the time of Christ. From a pile of bones in an abandoned crypt emerges the tragic story 

of Jehohanan ben Hagqol, a Jew in his mid-twenties, height 5'6", fiom a wealthy Jemalem 

family, and put to death by crucifixion sometime during the third or fourth decade C.E. 

The five to six inch nail that spiked his heels to the cross has been found. Traces of 

nail were also found between the radius and the cubitis of the left forearm, indicating that his 

arms as well as his feet had been nailed to the cross. This evidence was discovered by the 

Israeli Ministry of Housing in June, 1968, at a Jewish burial gromd in the noahem sector of 

.Jerusalem. '" 



Obviously, impaling through the rectum was not the technique used here, and 

provides much nearer to the correct time evidence against the Jehovah's Witness theory than 

the material they present. This discovery adds credence to the other story of another young 

Jew who suflered the same fate, in the same city, at the same tirne, a young man narned 

Jesus. This is powerful evidence for the traditional Bible story. and venfies that a crucifixion 

in the appropriate time penod is possible. 

In another instance, Israeli Professor Sukenik, fmed  for his work on the Dead Sea 

scrolls. discovered a sealed tomb just outside of Jerusalem in 1945. It was never broken into 

by grave robbers. In it were five ossuaries or bone caskets. It was a tomb that was closed 

(determined by the finding of coins of that date) around C.E.50. It was the tomb of some 

early pious penons. On two of these ossuaries the name of Jesus appears clearly. That, in 

itself, is apparently not too out of the ordinary, for Jesus was a relatively common narne. 

However, both have inscriptions of prayers to Jesus. One says, "Jesus help." The other says, 

"Jesus, let him arise." Significantly, they are both clearly marked with charcoal crosses. 

Think about t h !  This is written within twenty years after Christ's resurrection. 

These people were believers, who probably knew Jesus, knew He was the Lord of Life, knew 

Him as a historical penon, believed Him to be the Son of God, and were convinced of the 

resurrection. However. for tlUs specific purpose, the hard evidence puts to rest the Jehovah's 

Witness theory about a fourth cenniry introduction of the cross and gives strong period 

co~formation to the fachiality of resunection and the power that it held. 



Other extra-biblical information cornes from the writings of Flavius Josephus, a 

Jewish guerilla commander who lead contingents against Rome between C.E. 66 and 70. 

Subsequent to that he tumed to being a historian and writes of many names we find in the 

Gospels. He writes of the Herods, Caiaphas, John the Baptist, even James, "the brother of 

Jesus. the so-called Christ." But most significant of al1 is  his extended reference to Jesuc 

himself. The reference gives us history, cailed Jesus "Messiah" and a wise man, who 

perfomed astonishing deeds, had a large following, and was condernned to death by Pilate. 

It also confirms the resurrection and ties al1 of those happenings to the prophesies of old. The 

continuance of the movement is attested to also. What is arnazing is that this text still 

remains a solid, textually reliable statement by Josephus, a late contemporary of Jesus, who 

was obviously outside the influence of Chrktianity. While this penod evidence does not give 

us an exact date, it does confin the resurrection as a historical fact. 

THE IMPACT OF RECENT ASTRONOMICAL DATA 

A far more recent conjecture is more precise in naming an exact date. Two 

astronomers, Colin J. Humphreys and W.G. Waddington of Oxford University in England, 

Say that previously unconsidered astronornical evidence leads them to consider that Friday, 

April3,33 C.E. is the only possible date.lJs 

The process of their argument started by looking at the dates of the procuratorship of 

Pontius Pilate in Judea, under whom Jesus was crucified. That penod was from C.E. 26 to 

36. The next step in the determination was to find out in which of those years Nisan 14 or 15 

fell on a Friday. Jewish months begin at the new moon, and the new moon is by definition 

invisible. In those days they couldn't calculate the lunar cycle as easiiy as they can now. They 



had to determine the first of the month by observing the first tiny sliver of the crescent and 

count from t l ~ e r e . ' ~ ~  

The modem investigator has to calculate the how and the minute at which the frst bit 

of the waving moon of Nisan would have been visible in Jerusalem for each of the years. 

taking into account the time of the m o o ~ s e  and the atmospheric conditions likely at 

different hours. Matters are M e r  cornplicated by the possibility that an extra month rnay 

have been inserted in some of those y e m .  This leap month was thrown in now and then to 

shift the lunar months back to the proper solar seasons der  they had drifted out of 

synchrony. However. taking al1 this into account. Nisan 14 could have been a Fnday on 

April 11, C.E. 27, Apd  7' C.E. 30. and April3. C.E. 33. Nisan 15 could have fallen on 

Fridays April I 1, C.E. 27 and April23, C.E. 34. The confusion over whether April 1 1, C.E. 

27 was Nisan 14 or 15 is  a typical uncertainty of Jewish dating.I3' Missing from Humphreys 

and Waddington's assessrnent of possible Nisan 14 dates was any mention of C.E. 3 1, but 

othewise their research coincides with other. previously considered, astronomicd data. 

In ziny case C.E. 27 seems too early for the crucifixion. Luke (3: 1,2) dates the start of 

the ministry of John the Baptist in the 15th year of Tiberias Caesar. This could have been no 

earlier than au- C.E. 28-29. Jesus' own rninistry started after his baptism by John and 

lasted at least two and more likely three years. C.E. 34 is too late due to a conflict with the 

conversion of St. Paul. Paul had necessarily to be converted at some date after the 

crucifixion. The later events of Paul's life can be dated extemally. Intervals of time he quotes 

himself - and nobody supposes he couldn't count - would put his conversion before C.E. 



nieir argument States we are now lefl with two possibilities: April 7, C.E. 30 and 

Apnl3, C.E. 33. Humphreys and Waddington point out this means, not so incidentally. that 

the crucifixion took place on Nisan 14. "We remark that by this means, a scientific argument 

has been used to distinguish between different theological interpretations of the Last 

Supper." they say. This is: whether or not that Last Siipper wa a Seder. If it w a  held c?n the 

evening before the crucifixion, and the crucifixion took place on Nisan 14, it could not have 

been a Seder. Humphreys and Waddington also point out that this dating puts Jesus' death at 

the h o u  when the Passover larnbs were being slaughtered, another point of theological and 

symbolic sipificance. '39 

But in which of the two years, C.E. 30 or 33, did it take place? Here is where the new 

evidence cornes in. In a speech given seven weeks after the crucifixion (on the first Christian 

Pentecost), Peter referred to a blood-red moon (Acts 220). The context can be read to 

indicate that he was referring to a recent event, one that in fact took place in the night after 

the crucifixion. Humphreys and Waddington cite the New Testament scholar F.F. Bruce in 

defense of this interpretation?* 

An eclipsed moon often l o o k  red. Sunlight refracted through the earth's atrnosphere 

enters the shadow and illuminates the moon slightly. This light is red, as the rehction 

separates away the blue and green. Humphreys and Waddington calcuiated ail the lunar 

eclipses visible from Jerusalem between C.E. 26 and 36. There were in fact 12. One 

happened on the night of April3, C.E. 33. On that night an already partially eclipsed moon 

rose above the horizon in Jerusalem, geometrically and atmosphencaliy very favorable 

conditions for it to look red. On that ba is  Humphreys and Waddington opt for April3, C.E. 



To those of us untrained as astronomers, this argument seems pi2tt-y slick. 

Humphreys and Waddington don? tell the whole story. The picture is clouded by a nurnber 

of uncertainties about ancient Jewish calendric practices. One is whether an entire extra 

month was inserted into a given year's calendar, to bring it into step with the growth of crops 

following unusual cold so the first h i t s  of the harvest could be offered at Passover. 

Another uncertainty is how the equinox was calculated, because this also affects the 

insertion, or "intercalation," of extra months into the calendar. Still another wony is whether 

seven days of the week really continue in a never-broken cycle earlier than about C.E. 200. 

Finally, we do not know what the ancient Jews did when the supposed first day of the lunar 

month was cloudy and the Moon could not be seen. 

Another astronomer, Bradley E. Schaefer, writing in "Sky and Telescope" about five 

years later than the Humphreys and Waddington article stated that "...modem calculations 

rule out a role for this eclipse because it could not have been seen fiom Jerusalem - certainly 

not during any phase when it could redden the ~ o o n . " ' ~ ~  

In a bit of highly technical jarganese he continues: 

The last bit of the umbra lefi the lunar disk when the Moon was still only 2 O  to 
j0 above the eastern horizon. (The uncertainty stems primarily fkom 
uncertainties about the uniformity of the earth's rotation and the Moon's orbital 
acceleration during the last 2,000 years.) When the Moon was 2" to 5" up, 
twilight was still so bnght that the Moon itself would have been invisible or 
nearly so. This is based on physiological data and my own  observation^.'^^ 

By the time the Moon rose hi& enough to escape extinction and twilight 
effects, even the penumbral phase of the eclipse would have been to subtle to 



notice. In any event only a deep lunar eclipse looks red, and that phase ended 
long before the Moon rose. Perhaps Peter was refemng to the ordin 
atrnospheric reddening of the Moon whenever it is near the horizon. Y 

So there you have it! Two recent astronomes have not done any better at forming a 

convergence of thought than the theologians that have gone before them. Schaefer does agree 

with Humphreys and Waddington that both April7, C.E. 30 and A p d  3, C.E. 33 are the most 

likely dates. However, since 1 don? agree with either of them. it was important to show that 

solidarity does not exist in this camp either. 

The reason that 1 have some trouble with this Iine of reasoning is because accepting it 

would have some significant ramifications. As stated previously, both groups accept the 

possibility of A p d  7, C.E. 30 and April3, C.E. 33. Both of these dates would be Nisan 14. 

in agreement with John. This means the last supper was not a Jewish "Seder" as stated in 

Mark. Matthew, and Luke and this would have to be considered erroneous information, 

contradicting three sources of information and our understanding of the inerrancy of the 

Bible. Instead, as stated in John, the crucifixion would fdl on the traditional date when the 

Passover lamb was killed, suggesting the symbolism of Jesus dying for humanity's sins. It 

leaves us feeling that astronomy has decided for us between alternative interpretations of the 

Bible, and that causes me some concem. 

One final thought with respect to astronomical data is that Bible theologians have 

contemplated Matthew 27:45 nurnerous times attempting to put some meaning to the term 

"darkness fell upon the land" and attaching it specifically to the three hour period from noon 

to 3 p.m. Their question always has been, "What caused the darkness"? 



One writer states. "It was evidently not a solar eclipse, because they don? 1s t  more 

than a few minutes. Furthemore, Passover occurred during a full moon, when the moon was 

at its fanhest from the Sun. It is therefore, probably a supematurally caused darkne~s.'"~ 

Matthew says it fell "upon the land" --evidently refemng to the area including and 

even beyond Palestine. It is striking that Diogenes, a contemporary writing fiom Egypt, 

noted the unique darkness with these words: "Either the Deity Himself suffers at this 

moment, or sympathizes with one who does." The Christian apologist Tertullian, writing in 

the second century, challenged his non-Christian adversaries with these words: "At the 

moment of Christ's death. the light departed from the sun. and the land darkened at noonday, 

which wonder is related in vour own annals. and is preserved in your archives to this 

And finally, early church leader Origen alludes to a statement by the Roman historian 

Phlegon, who supposedly mentioned this darkness and the earthquake that accompanied it. 14' 

While none of these events give us absolute, concrete proof, they certainly indicate 

that there is sufficient evidence to assume that the event of the crucifixion took place. 



CHAPTER 9 

THE BIBLICAL SECRET: A TIME PROPHECY 

One other source of information deserves consideration. Crucifixion was often 

chosen as a humiliating, long-drawn out process of putting people to death. Often, depending 

when a crucifixion took place, the victim hung on the cross for a period days. Death 

eventually came by suffocation as the wearied head slurnped, dong with the tired body, 

cutting off the air supply. In the Bible story, the crucifixion was on the preparation day for 

the Sabbath, and it was against the law to leave crirninals hanging over the Sabbath. In the 

Jesus story, the crirninals with whom Christ was crucified had their legs broken. supposedly 

so they couldn't prop themselves up to catch a breath, and were thus forced to suffocate 

quicker so they could be disrnounted from their respective crosses. The Bible story is pretty 

clear to point out that this didn't happen in ksus' case. He was already dead. The point here 

is that this is a Mfillment of prophecy that dates back to the time of David (Psalm 34:20). It 

is also a biblical prophecy, although it is a different one, that will help us zero in on the date 

of the ~rucifixion. 

The lack of conclusive proof for the exact date of the beginning of the ministry of 

Ch&, and hence the crucifixion/resurrection, has not only led to differences of opinion as to 

the events involved, but has also caused critics to assert contradictions between the Synoptic 

Gospels and John, and to attach the histoncal application of the prophecy of the 70 weeks 



(Dan. 924-27) to the life of Christ. The great prophetic period that was to "seal up the vision 

and the prophecy" by pointing out the time of "Messiah the Prince" has, through the 

centuries, been interpreted by most theological writers as pointing to Christ's first advent, 

with the crucifixion occurring either in the midst of or at the end of the 70th week. The 

standard historist interpretation since the Reformation has heen that the 70th week fcillnws 

immediately the 69th week, with no time gap. and that events prophesied to take place in 

the 70th week find their fulfillment in connection with the life of Christ. The timing for this 

prophesy suggests that the 70 weeks begin with the 7th year of h - k x e ~ e s  (see on Dan. 

925). By placing the baptisrn of Christ as the beginning of the 70th week, and crucifixion in 

the "rnidst of the week," the available evidence for the dating of the ministry of Christ c m  be 

hannonized with that interpretation. '48 

This chapter undoubtedly will provide modem scholars who can find no truth in 

prophecy with heartbum. Recent criticism of prophecy has debunked its relevance by simply 

stating that prophecies are often created by simply working backwards fiom a certain event 

and filling in known occurrences to meet the prophetic criteria for that prophecy's predicted 

outcornes. In some respects we are going to do exactly that in this chapter, but we do it in the 

search for relevant historic events. Thus, 1 am not so quick to dismiss the relevance of 

prophecy. My reason for this is that in this particular prophecy, the words of Jesus Himself 

confirms the fulfillment of the time prophesied. 

This prophecy cornes from Daniel 924  - 27. It is an extremely technical prophecy 

that in itself is a part of a much longer prophetic penod. Much is made of the prophecy of the 

2300 days fiom Daniel 8, but, unfortunately, delving into it is far beyond the scope of this 



particular investigation. The prophecy 1 am refemng to has been cornmonly known by 

scholars who study these sorts of things as the "Prophecy of the Seventy Weeks." For this 

writer, one of those scholars with absolute faith in the veracity of the Bible, these are words 

from God pointing directly to three things: the time of Christ's birth, the date of the start of 

His rninistry. and lastly the date of Christ's crucifixion/resurrection. The words of the 

prophecy are as follows: 

24 Seventy weeks are deterrnined upon thy people and upon thy holy city, to 
finish the transgression, and to make an end of sins, and to make reconciliation 
for iniquity, and to bring in everlasting nghteousness, and to seal up the vision 
and prophecy, and to anoint the most Holy. 

25 Know therefore and understand. that from the going forth of the 
cornmanciment to restore and to build Jerusalem unto the Messiah the Prince 
shall be seven weeks. and threescore and two weeks: the Street shall be built 
again, and the wall, even in troublous times. 

26 And after threescore and two weeks shall Messiah be cut off, but not for 
himself: and the people of the prince that shail corne shall destroy the city and 
the sanctuary; and the end thereof shall be with a flood, and unto the end of the 
war desolations are determined, 

27 And he shall confirm the covenant with many for one week: and in the 
midst of the week he shall cause the sacrifice and the oblation to cease, and for 
the overspreading of abominations he shall make it desolate, even until the 
consumation, and that determined shall be poured upon the desolate. 

The first task in studying this prophecy is to make clear its connection to the 2300 

days of Daniel 8: 14. 

The words of Daniel 9:24 are the first words the angel uttered to Daniel in giving to 

him that instruction which he came to give. The question needs to be asked, why did the 

angel abruptly introduce a period of time? If we refer to the vision of Daniel 8, we see that 

Daniel, at the close of this chapter, says that he did not understand the vision (v.27). Some 



parts of that vision were at the time clearly explained. It would not have been these parts 

which he did not understand. M a t  was it then that Daniel did not undentand, or what part 

of the vision was left unexplained? 

In that vision four prominent things are mentioned: the ram, the he-goat, the little 

hom, and the period of 2300 days. The symbois of the mm, the he-goat, and the linle hom 

were explained. but nothing is said respecting the period of time. This must therefore have 

been the point that he did not understand. The other parts of the vision were of no avail while 

the application of this penod of 2300 days was left in obscurity. However, the last words of 

v.23 of Daniel 9 Say. "therefore understand the matter, and consider the vision." This is a 

reference to the vision given Daniel in 8:26. In the 1 s t  words to Daniel at the time of his 

previous visit, Gabriel stated that the vision of the 2300 evening rnornings was "me." Thus 

in 9:24 the divine instnictor begins where he left off in 8:26. 

Dr. William Hales concurs with this assurnption. In commenting upon the seventy 

weeks he writes, "This chronological prophecy ... was evidently designed to explain the 

foregoing vision, especially in its chronological part of the 2300 days."'49 

If this view is correct, we should expect the ange1 to begin with the point which had 

been omitted, namely, the time. In facc this is true. After drawing Daniel's attention to the 

former vision in direct and emphatic marner, and assuring him that he had corne to give him 

understanding, he begins with the very point omitted: "Seventy weeks are determined upon 

thy people and upon thy holy city." 

How does this language show any comection with the 2300 days, or throw any light 



upon that period? The word here rendered "determined" signifies "cut off," and no other 

period is given in the vision here referred to frorn which seventy weeks could be cut off, 

except the 2300 days. 

The Hebrew word used h m ,  "c hathak" (also appears as nechtak)lsO occurs only here 

in the Bible. It occurs in post-Biblical Hebrew with the meaning "to cut," "to cut off," "to 

determine," "to decree." The Vulgate's reading is "abbreviare." 15' 

While the Authorized Version uses the remoter definition by implication. 

"determine," as in the text before us, the Revised Version uses the second definition, and it 

reads, "seventy weeks are decreed (ie. allotted) upon thy people." Taking the basic and 

simple definition, we have "seventy weeks are cut off from thy people." 

Why, then, did translators render the word "determined," when it obviousiy means 

"cul off '? I would suggest that they overlooked the connection between Daniel 8 and 9, and 

considering it improper to render it "cut off," when nothing was given from which the 

seventy weeks could be cut off, they gave the word its figurative instead of its literal 

meaning . 

Seventy weeks, then, or 490 days of the 2300, were allotted to Jerusalem and God's 

chosen people, the Jews. Verse 24 lists the events which were to be consummated within 

that period. The transgression was to be finished, that is, the Jewish people were to fil1 up 

their cup of iniquity, which they did in the rejection and crucifiion of Christ. An end of sins. 

or of sin offerings, was to be made. This took place when the great offering was made on 

Calvary. 



From that time forward, sin offerings were no longer required as a part of the rigon of 

a believer. Reconciliation for iniquity was to be provided. This was accomplished by the 

sacrificial death of the Son of God. Everlasting righteousness was to be brought in, the 

righteousness which Jesus rnanifested in His sidess Iife. The vision and the prophecy were 

to be sealed, or made sure. 

By the events which were to occw in the seventy weeks. the prophecy is tested. By 

this the application of the whole vision is determined. If the events of this period are 

accurately fùlfilled, the prophecy is of God, and will dl be accomplished. If these seventy 

weeks are fulfilled as weeks of years. then the 2300 days, of which these are a part, are so 

many years. 

The expression "seventy weeks" seems to be a rather abrupt introduction, but the 

angel had corne for the specific purpose of causing Daniel to understand the vision. He 

immediatel y began to explain. 

The word here translated "week," shabua in Greek, describes a period of seven 

consecutive days as in Gen. 29:27, Deut. 1 6:9, and Dan. 10:2. However, in the 

pseudepigraphical Book of Jubilees, as well as in the Misnah, shabd is used to denote a 

period of seven years.'52 Here, evidently, weeks of years are intended rather than weeks of 

days, for in ch. 10:2,3 when Daniel wishes to speci& that the "weeks" there referred to are 

seven day weeks he explicitly says, "weeks of days" (Heb.: KJV, "full weeks"). Seventy 

weeks of years would be 490 literal years. 

It is probably a good idea at this time to remind readers that in Scripture prophecy, a 



day represents a year. This is a widely accepted concept, but this quotation serves this 

argument well. 

"It is a singular fact that the great mass of interpreters in the English and Amencan 
world have, for many years, been wont to understand the days designated in Daniel and 
in the Apocalypse, as the representatives or symbols of -an. 1 have found it difficult 
to trace the ongin of this general, 1 might say alrnost univend c~storn."'~' 

What is more conclusive than al1 else is the fact that the prophecies have actually 

been fulfilled on this principle-a demonstration of its conectness fiom which there is no 

appeal. This will be found in the prophecy of the seventy weeks throughout. and al1 the 

prophetic periods of Daniel 7 and 12, and Revelation, 9, 12, and 13. 

Going back to the prophecy itself, the angel now relates to Daniel the event which is 

to mark the beginning of the seventy weeks. They were to date from the going fonh of the 

commandment to restore and build Jerusalem. Not only is the event given which determines 

the time of the commencement of this penod. but also those events which take place at its 

close. Thus a double test is provided by which to try the application of this prophecy. But 

more than this, the period of seventy weeks is divided into three divisions. One of these is 

again divided, and the immediate events are given which were to mark the termination of 

each one of these divisions. If we can find a date which will harmonize with dl these events, 

we have beyond doubt the true application, for none but that which is correct could rneet and 

fûlfill so many conditions. 

It may be important at this time to make note of the points of harmony, just so we can 

guard against any false application. We are to find at the beginning of the penod a 

commandment going forth to rebuild Jerusalem. To this work of restoration seven weeks 



were allotted. As we reach the end of this first division, seven weeks from the beginning, we 

are to find Jenisalem restored in its material aspect, the work of building the Street and the 

wall Mly accomplished. From this point sixty-two weeks are measured off. As we reach the 

termination of this division, sixty-nine weeks from the beginning, we are to see the 

. . 
manifestation of Messiah the Prince liefixe the wor!d. One week more 1s gwen us, 

completing the seventy. In the midst of this week the Messiah is to be cut off, and to cause 

the sacrifice and oblation to cease. At the expiration of that penod which was allotted to the 

Jews as the tirne during which they were to be the special people of God, we naturally look 

for the going forth of the blessing and work of God to other people. 

What is the initial date which will hamionize with dl these paiticulars? The 

command respecting Jerusalem was to include more than mere building. There was to be 

restoration. By this we must understand ail the forms and regulations of civil, political, and 

judicial society. When did such a command happen? At the time these words were spoken 

to Daniel, Jenisalem lay in utter desolation. and had been lying like this for many years. The 

restoration pointed to in the future must be its restoration from this desolation. When then, 

d d  how was Jerusalem restored after the seventy years' captivity? 

There are four events which c m  be taken as answering to the commandment to 

restore and buiId Jerusalem. These are: 

1. The decree of Cyrus for the rebuilding of the house of God, 536 B.C.E. 

(Ezra 1 : 1 -4) 

2. The decree of Darius for the prosecution of that work which had k e n  hindered, 

519 B.C.E. (Em 6:l-12) 



3. The decree of Artaxerxes to E z q  457 B.C.E. (Ezra 7) 

4. The commission to Nehemiah fiom the sarne king in his twentieth Far, 444 

B.C.E. (Neherniah 2) 

Dating fiom the first two of these decrees. the seventy prophetic weeks, or 490 literai 

years, would fa11 many years short of reaching even to the Christian Era. Besides this. these 

decrees had reference principally to the restoration of the temple and the temple wonhip of 

the Jews. not to the restoration of their civil state and polity, al1 of which must be included in 

the expression. "To restore and build Jerusalem." 

These two decrees made a begiming of the work. They were preliminary to what was 

aftenvard accomplished. But of themselves they were altogether insuficient to meet the 

requirements of the prophecy. both in their dates and in their nature. Thus falling short. they 

cannot be brought into the discussion as marking the point fiom which the seventy weeks are 

to begin. The only question now Iies between the decrees which were granted to Ezra and 

Nehemiah respectively. 

The facts tetween which we are to decide here are briefly these: In 457 B.C.E., a 

decree was granted to Ezra by the Penian emperor Artaxerxes Longimanus to go up to 

Jenisalem with as many of his people as were minded to go with him. The commission 

ganted him an unlimited amount of treasure, to beautifi the house of God, to procure 

offerings for its service, and to do whatever else rnight seem good to him. It empowered him 

to ordain laws, set magistrates and judges, and execute punishrnent even unto death; in other 

words, to restore the Jewish state, civil and ecclesiastical, according to the law of God and 



the ancient custorns of that people. Inspiration has seen fit to preserve this decree: and a full 

and accurate copy of it is given in Ezra 7. This decree is recorded not in Hebrew, like the rest 

of the book of Ena,  but in the official Chaldaic, or Eastern Aramaic. Thus we are referred to 

the original document by virtue of which Ezra was authonzed to restore and build 

Jerusalem. Is5 

Thirteen years after this, in the twentieth year of the sarne king, 444 B.C.E., 

Nehemiah sought and obtained permission to go up to Jerusalem (Nehemiah 2). Permission 

was granted him, but we have no evidence that it was anything more than oral. It pertained to 

him individually, since nothing was said about others going up with him. The king asked 

him how long a joumey he wished to make, and when he would retum. He received letten to 

the govemors beyond the river to help him on his way to Judea, and an order to the keeper of 

the king's forest for timber. 

When he arrived in Jemalem, he found rulers and pnests, nobles and people, already 

engaged in the work of building Jerusalem. (Nehemiah 2: 16) They were, of course, acting 

under the decree given to Ezra thirteen years before. Finally, after arriving at Jerusalem, 

Nehemiah finished in fifty-two days the work he came to accomplish. (Nehemiah 6: 15) 

AAer looking at the forgoing information, it hardly seems necessary to ask which one 

of the commissions~ Ezra's or Neherniah's, do we use to date the seventy weeks. It hardly 

seems that there can be any question on this point. 

Reckoning fiom the commission to Nehemiah, 444 B.C.E., the dates throughout are 

entirely disarranged; for fiom that point the troublesome times which were to attend the 



building of the street and wall did not 1 s t  seven weeks, or forty-nine years. If we reckon 

fiorn that date. the sixty-nine weeks, or 483 years, which were to extend to the Messiah the 

Prince would bring us to 40 C.E.; but Jesus was baptized by John in the River Jordan, and the 

voice of the Father was heard from heaven declaring Him His Son, likely 27 C.E., thirteen 

years before. According to this calcidation, the rnidst of the ! z t  or seventieth week, which 

marked the crucifixion. is placed in 44 C.E.. but the cnicifixion took place in C.E. 3 1, 

thirteen years previous. And lastly, the seventy weeks, or 490 years, dating from the 

twentieth year of Artaxerxes, would extend to 47 C.E., with absolutely nothing to mark their 

termination. Hence, if that be the year, and the grant to Nehemiah the event, from which to 

reckon, the prophecy has proved a failure. As it is, it only proves that theory to be a failure 

which dates the seventy weeks from Nehemiah's commission in the twentieth year of 

Artaxerxes. 

It is evident then that the decree granted to Ezra in the seventh year of Artaxerxes, 

457 B.C.E. is the point fiom which to date the seventy weeks. That was the going forth of 

the decree in the sense of the prophecy. The two previous decrees were preparatory and 

preliminary to this. Indeed they are regarded by Ezra as parts of it, the three being taken as 

one great whole. In Ezra 6: 14 we read: "They builded, and finished it, according to the 

cornandment of Cynis, and Darius, and Artaxerxes king of Persia." It will be noticed that 

the decrees of these three kings are spoken of as one, -"the cornmanciment, [margin, 

"decree," singular number] of C y m ,  Darius, and Artexentes," showing that they are dl 

reckoned as a unit, the different decrees being the successive aeps by which the work was 

accomplished. This decree could not be said to have "gone forth" as intended by the 



prophecy, until the last permission which the prophecy required was embodied in the decree, 

and clothed with the authority of the empire. The point was reached in the p . n t  given to 

Ezra, but not before. Here the decree assurned the proportions and covered the ground 

demanded by the prophecy, and from this point its "going forth" must be dated. 

These dates will harmonize if we reckon from the decree to Ezra. The starting point 

then is 457 B.C.E. Forty-nine years were allotted to the building of the city and the wall. On 

this point, Pndaux says: "In the fifieenth year of Darius Nothus ended the first seven weeks 

of the seventy weeks of Daniel's prophecy. For then the restoration of the church and state of 

the Jews in Jerusalem and Judea was hl ly  finished, in that last act of reformation, which is 

recorded in the thirteenth chapter of Nehemiah, fiom the twenty-third verse to the end of the 

chapter, iust fortv-nine years after it had been fint begun by Ezra in the seventh year of 

Artaxerxes ~ o n ~ i r n a n u s . " ~ ~ ~  This was 408 B.C .E. 

Sixty-nine weeks, or 483 years, were extended to Messiah the Prince. Dating from 

457 B.C.E., they end in C.E.27. There is abundance of authority for C.E. 27 as the date of 

Christ's baptism.l5' Luke thus informs us: 'Now when al1 the people were baptized, it came 

to pass, that Jesus also being baptised, and praying, the heaven was opened, and the holy 

ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon Him, and a voice came fiom heaven, 

which said, Thou art My beloved Son: in Thee 1 am well pleased." Luke 3:21,22. M e r  this, 

Jesus came "preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, The time is fdfilled." 

Mark 1 : 14,15. tirne here mentioned m u t  have been some specific, definite, and 

predicted period; but no prophetic period can be found tednating then except the skty-nine 

weeks of the prophecy of Daniel, which were to extend to Messiah the Prince. The Messiah 



had now corne, and with His own lips He amounced the termination of that penod which 

was to be marked by His manifestation. 

So far, we have indisputable harmony. Further, the Messiah was to confirm the 

covenant with many for one week. This would be the last week of the seventy, or the last 

seven years of the 490. In the midst of the week, the prophecy informs us, He should cause 

the sacrifice and oblation to cease. These Jewish ordinances, pointing to the death of Christ, 

could cease only at the cross. There they did virtually corne to an end when the veil of the 

temple was rent at the crucifixion of Christ, though the outward observance was kept up until 

the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. After threescore and two weeks, according to the 

record, the Messiah was to be cut off. It is the sarne as if it had read: After threescore and 

two weeks, in the midst of the seventieth week, shall Messiah be cut off, and cause the 

sacrifice and oblation to cease. Now, as the word midst here means middle, the crucifixion is 

definitely located in the middle of the seventieth week. 

Using further Biblical information, it now becomes an important point to determine 

in what year the crucifixion took place. It is not to be questioned that Jesus attended every 

Passover that occurred during His public ministry, and we have mention of only four such 

occasions previous to His crucifixion. These are found in the following passages: John 2: 13; 

5; 1 ; 6:4; 13: 1. At the last mentioned Passover He was crucified. From facts already 

established, let us then see where this would locate the crucifixion. As He began His 

rninistry in the autumn of 27 C.E., His first Passover would occur the following spring, 28 

C.E.; His second, C.E. 29; His third, C.E. 30; and His fourth and last, C.E. 3 1. This gives us 

three and one haif years for f i s  public ministry, and corresponds exactly to the prophecy that 



He would be cut off in the midst, or middle, of the seventieth week. As that week of yean 

began in the au- of C.E 27. the middle of the week would occur three and one half yean 

later, in the spring of 3 1, when the crucifixion took place. Dr. Hales quotes Eusebius, C.E. 

3 00, as saying: 

"lt i s  recorded in history that the whole time of our savior's teaching and 
working miracles was three years and a half, which is the half of a week [of 
years]. This, John the evangelist will represent to those who cntically attend to 
his ~ o s ~ e 1 . " ' ~ ~  

Of the unnaturai darkness which occurred at the crucifixion, Hales speaks: 

"Hence it appears that the darkness which 'overspread the whole land of Judea' 
at the time of our Lord's crucifixion was pretematural, 'from the sixth until 
the ninth hour,' or from noon till three in the afiemoon, in its duration, and also 
in its time, about full moon, when the moon couid not possibly eclipse the Sun. 
The time it happened, and the fact itself, are recorded in a curious and vaiuable 
passage of a respectable Roman Consul, Aurelius Cassiodonis Senator, about 
C.E. 5 14. 'In the consulate of Tiberius Caesar Aug. V and Aelius Sejanus (A.D. 
3 1), our Lord Jesus Christ suffered, on the 8th of the Caiends of April(25th of 
April), when there happened such an eclipse of the sun as was never nor 

1159 since. 

"In this year, and in this day, agree also the Council of Caesarea, A.D. 196 or 
198, the Alexandrian Chronicle, Maximus Monachus, Nicephorus 
Constantinus, Cedrenus; and in this year. but on different days, concur Eusebius 
and Epiphanius, followed by Kepler, Bucher, Patinus, and Petavius, some 
reckoning it as  the 10th of the Calends of April, others the 1 3 t h . " ' ~ ~  

So. while not definitive, conclusions from these historians and scholars gives us 

April25th, 27th, and 30th to chose fiom in selecting the exact date of the crucifixion. 

What is significant for this particular argument regarding the Biblical prophecy is that 

these thirteen credible authorities locate the crucifixion of Christ in the spring of C.E. 3 1. 

We may therefore set this down as a fixed date. E s  being the middle of the 1st week, we 

have simple to reckon backward three and a half years to find when the sixty-nine weeks 



ended, and forward from that point three and a half years to find the termination of the 

seventy weeks. Going back three and half years From of the crucifixion in the spring of C.E. 

3 1. we corne to the au- of C.E. 27. when, as we have seen, the sixty-nine weeks ended 

and Christ began His public ministry. Going forward from the crucifixion three and a half 

years. we are brought - to the autumn of C.E. 34, as the grand terminating point of the whde 

period of the seventy weeks. This date is marked by the martyrdom of Stephen, the forma1 

rejection of the gospel of Christ by the Jewish Sanhedrin in the persecution of His disciples, 

and the niniing of the apostles to the Gentiles. These are the events which one wouid expect 

to take place when that specific period cut off for the Jews and allotted to them as a peculiar 

people, should hl ly  expire. 

From the facts above. we see that, reckoning the seventy weeks from the decree given 

to Ezra in the seventh year of Artaxerxes. 457 B.C.E., there is perfect harmony throughout. 

The important and definite events of the manifestation of the Messiah as His baptism, the 

commencement of His public ministry, the crucifixion, and the rejection of the Jews and the 

preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles, with the proclamation of the new covenant--al1 corne 

in their exact place, sealing the prophecy and making it mie. 

To summarize, at present there is no conclusive historical and chronological proof, 

but neither is there disproof, that Jes~s  began His ministry in the aunimn of C.E.27, at the 

end of the 69 weeks of years after 457 B.C.E.; and that He ended the symbolism of the 

sacrifices and offenngs at the cross three and a half years later, in the spring of C.E. 3 1, with 

the later half of the 70th week extending three and a half years longer, to end the 490 yean 

nom the starting point. But though one cannot hold these dates as defkitely proved by direct 



historical source evidence, one can hold them as wholly reasonable deductions fiom the 

prophecy-as conclusions not incompatible with any known fact and in hmnony with many 

facts that are known fiom recent research. 



CHAPTER 10 

THE DATE THIS RESEARCH FAVORS 

The whole question of the Passover date in connection with the death of Christ is so 

complex that. as far as this research c m  find, no one view has ever been set forth with 

complete proof from unequivocal astronomical or calenclricd data. However, one has the 

right to seek, from the evidence offered, what seems the most reasonable basis for a choice. 

The biblical and non-biblical evidences that appeal to this w-riter point to the C.E. 3 1 date, 

but uncertainty of the lunar evidence necessitates reliance on the interpretation of the biblical 

text and historical factors. The date C.E. 3 1 has been set forth in terms of the evidence for 

Chnst's ministry as a whole. It has been shown that the earliest possible date of Jesus' 

baptism at the age of 30, in the 15th year of Tiberius, is the autumn of C.E. 27. Employing 

the concept of harmony in the Gospels that gives Jesus a rninistry of 3% years, following 

His baptism, it nanirally selects the year 3 1 for the crucifixion, which is 3 '/2 years after the 

autumn of C.E. 27. That is the earliest date compatible with both the 1 5 th year and the 

duration of Christ's ministry, and it is the latest year compatible with both the midst of the 

70th week and the lunar factors. 

There are still more arguments that favor C.E. 3 1. One possibility is that the Jews in 

Christ's day were using at least a partly calculated rather than a purely observed month, and 

that the probability put Nisan 14 (when the Passover larnb was slaïn) after the Ml moon by 



intentionally allowing, at times. a day longer between the conjunction and the f ~ s t  of Nisan. 

Others propose that the same date would result from a possible adjustrnent, suggested in one 

explmation of the Johannine-Synoptic question of the Passover supper: the Fnday 14th of 

Nisan in the year of the crucifixion may have been the result of an intentional delaying of 

Nisan I later than the moon would seem to have requiied, hy the pnests who were In charge 

of the calendar. Such a delay might conceivably have been planned in order to make the 

offering of the wave shed on the 16th of Nisan fdl on the day foliowing the Decalogue 

Sabbath. Arnong the Sadducees, of whom leading priests were the chef representatives, 

some believed that "the morrow d e r  the sabbath" (Lev.23: 15,16) meant the morrow &er the 

weekly Sabbath, not the festival sabbath. in that case Thursday couid have been the 14th day 

according to the moon, but Friday the 14th according to the officia1 caiendar, or at least to 

the pnestly officiais who took Jesus to Pilate but would not enter his palace because they 

were observing the Passover on Friday evening. There apparently is evidence in the Talmud 

(Soncino edition p.95) of various attempts to manipulate the calendar by such parties, so this 

idea is not out of line. Certain Sadducees and Pharisees engaged in bitter controversy over 

whether the day of the wave shed should follow the first Passover sabbath or the weekly 

Sabbath, and the two schools of thought among the Pharisees contended over whether the 

law of the Sabbath took precedence over the law of the  festival^.'^' 

Another argument favoring 3 1 cornes fiom John 220, when Jesus has cleansed the 

Temple and predicted the destruction of the sanctuary. The Jewish opponents object that the 

Temple sanctuary has taken 46 years to build. Josephus (-- 15.1 1.1 ; #3 80; and War 1.2 1.1 ; 

#40 1) gives two different dates for the start of the rebuilding, namely 23/22 BCE. and 2011 9 



BCE., to which a 46-year addition would yield CE 24/25 and 27/28 respectively. Even 

though there are problems about John's piacing this Temple-cleansing scene early in the 

ministry when the Synoptics place it in the very last days of Jesus' life, many scholars accept 

the latter date as historical and use it to confirm Luke's chronology pointing to the year (late 

2?) 28 C.E. ES fie commencement of Jesus' public a~ri:~ir;. '~~ Part of tlle ddiffeïcncc hcn: is 

picked up by regnal years changing dates in the fa11 in the month of Tishri. 

In the face of the absence of adequate proof for either 30 or 3 1, no one can find fault 

with the selection of 3 1, even though. as we shall see, it does not cornmand acceptance fiom 

al1 of the source material. 

AdditionaI Considerations 

Fortunately, there is another way we can look for a date. It cornes by trying to 

CO-ordinate other dates in the Bible. While the source documents have not suggested this 

method, it is worth considenng. If Luke employed the normal Jewish method of dating, as 

seems most probable, especially when one considen his sources, "which from the beginning 

were eye witnesses" (Luke 1 :2) one should expect him to designate as the 15th year of 

Tiberius the Jewish civil year nuining from au- to autumn, C.E. 27/28. Also, If Luke 3: 1 

refers to C.E. 27/28 as the year in which John the Baptist came out of the wilderness and in 

which he baptixd Jesus, this agrees perfectly with the chronology of Christ's ministry that 

puts His baptism at some time soon afler Tishn 1, in the autumn of C.E. 27 or 483 years d e r  

"the going forth of the commandrnent" in the autumn of 457 B.C.E. Two other factors need 

to be taken Ulto consideration: that the length of Jesus' ministry was three and one-half years, 

based on John's three Passoves (John 2: 13; 6:4; and 12: 1) and one other unnamed feast 



(John 5:l)  but interpreted to be likewise a Passover, and thus it assigns 3 112 years to the 

ministry of Christ beginning it in the auturnn of C.E.27 and ending it in the spnng of C.E. 3 1. 

and secondly to consider the prophecy of the 70 weeks (Dan. 9: 14-27) as an application to 

Christ's life. This great prophetic penod was to "seal up the vision and prophecy" and to 

point to Christ's first advent and cmcifixion in the mi&! of t!e ? O h  w e k  (4-65.5 y c m  aftcr 

Daniel's prophecy). 

We see now that d l  four Gospels agree that Jesus and His disciples celebrated the last 

supper on the night preceding the crucifixion, that He lay in the tomb over Sabbath, and that 

He arose early Sunday moming. The Synoptics, however. cal1 the Last Supper, the night 

preceding the crucifixion, "the Passover," whereas according to John, the Jews celebrated the 

Passover supper on the night following the cnicifixion. The statements of John and the 

Synopticz 5-* appear to be in conflict. 

Believing in the inspiration of scripture, I for one, am unwilling to consider either 

John or the Synoptics as having made a mistake. Instead, one of various possible solutions 

have been presented and are here reviewed, but first a review of the pertinent facts. 

The paschal lamb was slain in the late aflemoon of Nisan 14, following the regular 

evening sacrifice, and eaten, with unleavened bread, after sunset that same night, 

during the early hours of Nisan 15. 

Nisan 15, a ceremonid Sabbath, dso marked the beginning of the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread. 



On Nisan 16. the second day of the feast, the wave s h e d  of the first b i t s  was 

presented in the Temple. 

The term "Passover" was onginally applied to Nisan 14 only, but in the time of Christ 

it was sometimes used of the Feast of Unleavened Bread as well. 

Apparently, aiso, the term Feast of Unleavened Bread was similady used to include 

the Passover. 

Tables that purport to give the Christian Era dates for each paschai full moon during 

the rninistry of our Lord are of no real help in this problem for al1 such tables are 

based on modem Jewish methods of computing the time of the Passover. How the 

Jews of Christ's tirne coordinated their lunar caiendar with the solar year is not known 

today, al1 supposedly learned statements to the contrary notwithstanding. It is 

therefore impossible to determine with absolute certainty the day of the week or even, 

always, the month in which the Passover of any year of our Lord's rninistry may have 

occurred. 

A notable perversion of Biblical data regarding the time of the Last Supper is the 

Wednesday crucifixion theory which assumes: 

(1) that the Christian Era date of the paschal full moon of the crucifixion year cm be 

determined with absolute accuracy. 

(2) that the Hebrew idiomatic expression "three days and three nights" indicates a 

penod of 72 full hours. 

(3) that the Greek of Matt. 28:l assigns the resurrection to Sabbath afternoon. This 



theory does not bear the marks of sound scholarship and is utterly at variance 

with Biblical meanings of terms. Therefore it is untenable. 

Some (Thursday crucifixion theorists) have assurned that the expression "in the 

evening" of Exodus 12:6, literally, "between the two evenings," denotes the moment of 

sunset beginning Nisan 14, or the penod between sunset and dark. There are no other clear 

references to support this. 

The fo llowing c hronological statements regarding the Last Supper and the cmci fixion 

appear to be either explicit or implicit in the Gospel narrative and are rather generally 

accepted. 

a. The crucifixion took place on "the preparation [eve] of the Passover," that is, on 

Nisan 14. 

b. The death of Christ took place on a Friday aftemoon, about the tirne of the 

evening sacrifice. 

c. Accordingly, in the year of the crucifixion, Nisan 14, the day appointed for 

slaying the paschal lambs, fell on Friday; the preparation for (or eve of) the 

Passover coincided with the preparation for (or eve of) the weekiy Sabbath. The 

first ceremonid sabbath of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Nisan 15, thus 

coincided with the weekly Sabbath. 

d. The Last supper took place the night preceding the crucifixion. that is, during the 

early hours of Nisan 14 and thus on Thursday night. 

e. The synoptic accounts cal1 the last supper a Passover supper. 



f. John's account places the oficial Jewish celebration of the Passover supper 24 

hours later than the Last Supper, and thus on Fnday night following the 

crucifixion, during the early hours of the weekly Sabbath, which would be Nisan 

15. 

g. At the tirne of the Lart 5upper. d w i ~ ~ g  h e  cclxse cf t!e trial, zad or, the :vaj. :O 

Calvary. the officia1 celebration of the Passover was apparently yet future. 

h. Jesus lay in the tomb over the Sabbath, which would be Nisan 15. 

i .  Jesus arose From the tornb early Sunday morning, Nisan 16. 

In considering this forgoing, generally agreed upon thoughts, four possible solutions 

are plausible. 

1. That when referring to the Last Supper. the Synoptic writers describe, not the 

Passover meai, but a ceremonid rneal that preceded it by 24 hours. According to this 

assumption Nisan 14 fell on Friday in the ,rem of the crucifixion and the Passover of 

John was the official Passover meal. 

2. That "the Passover" to which John refen was not the Passover rned, but a ceremonid 

meal connected with the Feast of Unleavened Bread. According to this assumption 

Friday was Nisan 15. and the Last Supper the preceding night was a celebration of the 

official Passover meal, at the regular tirne. This explanation is the reverse of the 

preceding one. 

3. That the Last Supper was a tnie Passover meal, as in the Synoptics, even though 

celebrated only by Jesus and His disciples, 24 hours in advance of the official 



Passover meal referred to by John, and thus of the time other Jews celebrated it. 

According to this assurnption Fnday was Nisan 14. 

4. That in the time of Christ sectarian differences with respect to calendrical reckoning, 

as to whether Nisan 14 and 16 should be correlated with certain days of the week, had 

led, in actual practice, to a celekation of the Passover on two successive days, that is, 

a double celebration. According to this assumption one religious faction (Le. the 

Pharisees and other conservatives) would have considered that Nisan 14 fell on 

Thursday in the crucifixion year, and the other (ie. the Sadducees and other liberds), 

that it fell on Friday. Christ and his disciples thus, presumably, celebrated the 

Passover with the first group--the "Passover" of the Synoptics-and the Jewish leaden 

celebrated it the following night-the "Passover" of John. This assumption differs 

fiom the preceding one in that here Christ and the disciples were not alone in their 

celebration of the Passover. 

So, finally, we get to the point where we c m  understand that our present-day 

ignorance of ancien1 Jewish practices appears to be the cause of our inability clearly to 

harmonize the seerningly conflicting statements of John and the Synoptics. However, on the 

basis of al1 available evidence, but without accepting any one of these four proposed 

explanations, one can suggest the possibility of the following sequence of events connected 

with the Last Supper, the crucifixion, and the Passover: 

1. That in the year of the crucifixion, whether the result of controveny between liberal 

and conservative elements of Judaism, or because of other circumstances now 

unknown, there may have been a double celebration of the Passover. 



That, with other conservative Jews, Christ and the disciples celebrated the Last 

Supper on niursday ni& during the early hours of what was oficially Nisan 14, and 

that the Last Supper was a true celebration of the Passover. 

That Iesus died on the cross about the time of the evening sacrifice and the slaying of 

the pascal lambs, on Fnday, Nisan 14. 

That, in that year of the cmcifixion, the official celebration of the Passover came on 

Fnday night, afier the cnicifixion. 

That Iesus rested in the tomb over the weekly Sabbath, which, in that year, coincided 

with the ceremonial, or annual? sabbath Nisan 15, the first day of the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread. 

That Iesus arose from the tomb early on Sunday moming, Nisan 16, the day when 

the wave sheaf, which typified the resurrection, was presented in the Temple. 

The only possible Friday the 14th of Nisan. calculated by various calendrical methods 

for the year C.E. 3 1 would give the date of the crucifixion as Apnl27th in the 

Julian calendar. (See p. 76) 

And it here that we probably should stop. What is important is the message, our 

Blessed Hope for the future. Understanding the types clues us in to what really happened. 

The paschal lamb prefigured Christ, "the lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the 

world" (John 1 :29). "Christ (is) our Passover," who was to be "sacrificed for us" (1 Cor.57). 

Similarly, the wave shed of the Feast of Unleavened Bread typified "Christ risen from the 



dead, ... the first-Mts of thern that slept." (1 Cor. 15 :20,23) Happily, it is not necessary to 

solve this problem in order to avail ourselves of salvation. 

This writer has corne to the conclusion that knowing the precise date is not important 

to our faith relationship with our Lord, or our Savior Jesus Christ. niere is perhaps a very 

good reason why God has obscured this date in the dust of history; this writer believes that 

that reason is that we humans are apt to attach a disproportionate significance to that date in 

much the sarne way as we have transferred God's Sabbath to Sunday, recognizing the 

resurrection as opposed to its proper intent of recognizing the God of Creation and the 

satisfaction he got h m  that job well done. Perhaps God was protecting us from our own 

folly. 



CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSION 

Sumrnary of the Results 

1. A date, April 37.3 1 C.E.. as the date of the Crucifixion and strong evidence to 

support it, even though this date falls outside of current modem speculation as the 

favored choice. 

2. A new way, especially for sabbitarians, to look at how we calculate the Sabbath. It is 

especially important that we understand the dogma of any particular denomination 

may not be the final authority about the way it really is. 

3. The understandicg that there is a cornrnon focus in Chnstianity, and that is Jesus 

Christ. Maybe, in this third millenniurn, we would do better if we focussed on Him, 

rather than what really may be petty difletences. 

4. And finally, that God may have a very good reason why there is so much dificulty in 

determinhg the date. If we look at humanity's obsession with certain other dates (Le. 

Christmas and Easter) in the calendar year that really are not accurate observances, 

then perhaps we can get the idea that it redly is not the date that is important, but the 

event and its meaning and how it impacts on our lives that we need to pay some 

attention to. 



Revisiting the Literature 

Not much more needs to be said about the literature other than to note rhe huge 

chasm between the two distinct lines of literature in the public domain. This work depended 

heavily upon theologians from numerous denominations whom first of al1 believe that Jesus 

is the Son o f  God, and secondly helieve that the crucifixion, and more Lmp~?ortant!y, the 

resurrection took place. They would subscnbe to the idea that the resurrection was a part of 

God's plan to reconcile His people to Himself. and the Crucifixion and Resurrection were 

events demarking the break between the Old and the New Testaments and the different way 

humanity interacts with God. Rather than being a period event, this event is a happening that 

has significance until the end of time. 

The other Stream of writers are theologians who have created some interesting 

thoughts of their own. A very sweeping statement of this group would be to Say that they are 

not in agreement with the first group regarding the sonship of Jesus and would more likely 

Say that the Jesus experience was a human socio-political statement of rebellion in the 

time penod of the fint century when the Jewish people were under the dominion of Rome. 

Little dependence on the work of these scholars was relied upon to complete this research. 

Further Topics of Enquiry 

If we are ni11 asking the question (that could not be accomrnodated within the narrow 

scope of this study), "1s the resurrection an histoncal fact?" there are still more topics to 

consider: the disciples themselves, who are reported to be eye witnesses to what really 

happened, the contempomies of Jesus whose schools of thought never amounted to anythuig 

of significance, and the conversion of Paul. 



The Disciples 

One of the deepest mysteries we encounter in reading the Bible is how it could be 

that these disciples. who had been cowards, becarne in the end courageou apostles? How 

was it that these same cowards, who in the words of Mark "al1 deserted him and ran away" 

when Jesus was arrested, aflerward "went out and preached everywhere," and not only to the 

Israelites, for they undertook distant journeys to many other countries. The question is: how 

were such men able to endure al1 manner of persecution and even death? 

It is also recorded in the Bible (Matthew 15: 16) how the disciples who went on that 

earlier joumey with Jesus were by no means very discerning listeners to Jesus. It is plainly 

written that among them were sorne with presumptuous worldly ambitions (Mark 10: 15-41). 

There is taik of how even Peter himself fell short of any sympathetic understanding of the 

finai task that Jesus was about to face (Mark 8:33). 

Records like these certainly represent something close to the facts, because it is 

unthinkable that the primitive Church would deliberately invent a tale about such follies 

occming in the early days of its own leaders. Even more persuasive is the way in which the 

four Gospels al1 relate that the disciples ran away from their beloved master when he was 

arrested. 

In brief, the disciples were a goup of people hardly different fiorn the rest of us. Like 

us, they were happy enough to hear good stories, but they lacked firm convictions and their 

dispositions were self-centered enough to sacrifice the master to their own fear. They were 

average hurnan beings, strong-minded only in their vanities and worldly ambitions. 



To put it gentiy, poltroons like these possessed no powerful convictions. Therefore. 

afler Jesus died. how did they manage to wakeup. to regain their footing, to reaiize for the 

first t h e  the tnie merit of Jesus? How were they able to bthg offthis interior conversion, 

changing themselves From mere disciples to apostles? 

The New Testament does not discuss the why and the how. It only asserts the 

enigma, then leaves it. To solve this riddle is then another important step in considenng the 

Resurrection theme. 

The Contemporaries 

There is still another problem. Granted that there existed schools of thought which 

varied one From another among the primitive Christian communities established by the 

disciples, die fact remains that al1 the communities were one in accepting the Resurrection of 

Jesus and in proclaiming the Godhead of Jesus as Christ the Savior. Everybody now realizes 

that the New Testament was written against the background of the theology prevalent in the 

early Christian Church. Modem Biblicd scholars, whether they use the method of 

form-criticism of the method of historical redaction, set their aim at sorting out from the 

contents of the Gospels what belongs to the Jesus of historical fact and what belongs to the 

fictitious Jesus bom of the theology in the early Christian Church. Of course, their efforts 

have rendered tremendously meritorious service, except that they fail to corne up with the 

key to one momentous problem. 

The problem is the one about why each of ksus' disciples came to recognize the 

divine nature of Jesus. It is the problem of one man, who had been so feckless in this world 



and who had met an utterly miserable death, came to be thought of as Christ thc Savior by the 

same disciples who had deserted him. It is the problem of why the Master, who had upset the 

dreams and hopes of the disciples, was worshipped afier his death as the Messiah of Love by 

those same disciples. 

in the days of Jesus there were in Judea a nurnber of prophets like Jesus, each with 

his own group. Besides the Qumran community in the wildemess of Judea who followed the 

teacher of righteousness, there were several other baptismal societies, apart fiom the group 

on the banks of the Jordan who had made John the Baptist their leader. Among those several 

groups there never developed any leader who was apotheosized in the rnanner of Jesus. Of 

course, various political and social reasons intervene to explain why the different religious 

movements disappeared one after another, but the failure of these groups to apotheosize their 

leaders does not in itself explain what happened in the case of Jesus. 

The second problem regarding this is, therefore, why arnong al1 these prophets, each 

with its own group of followers, only the religious assembly of the disciples of Jesus 

managed to survive? It doesn't solve anythng to indicate simply that only the Church of 

Jesus advanced beyond Israel to spread its doctrine among the Gentile nations, whereas other 

groups doggedly kept themselves within the confines of the Jewish world. 

How did the cowardly disciples corne by their sturdy faith after Jesus died? How did 

a man so ineffectua1 in this worid, who had upset the drearns of his own disciples, corne then 

to be divinized by these same disciples? These two questions forever entangle people who 

read the Bible, yet the Biblicai scholars, that use the theories of form-criticism or of 



redactionism, hardly so much as allude to these questions. In other words, they seem to 

accomplish everything except to answer the basic questions that make die New Testament 

uniquely what the New Testament is; they do no more than offer solutions which prove 

exceedingly fragile on close inspection. 

Paul 

Nurnerous scholars have suggested that 1 Corinthians 15 offers perhaps the earliest 

and fullest writing about the Resurrection of Jesus Christ that has corne down to us. It offers 

a number of factors that require firrther consideration. Paul's wntings, just by the number of 

them, have a great influence in shaping the New Testament story. Because of their very early 

date and Paul's persona1 experience with Christ Jesus, great credence must be given to his 

writings k i n g  normative. 

First, look at the man who wrote it. This was Sad of Tarsus, the chief enemy of the 

Christian "heresy." He was tumed around in midcourse by the Resurrection (1 Corinthians 

15: 3-4). On the Damascus Road he was, as he puts it in Philippians, "apprehended by Christ 

Jesus." "Have 1 not seen our Lord?" he asks in 1 Corinthians 9: 1. No single event apart from 

the Resurrection of Jesus has been so determinative of the course of Christian history as the 

conversion of Paul. 

Second, consider the prominence of the message. Paul delivered to the Corinthians 

"as of first importance" this message of the Resunection the he himself had received with 

such power and joy into his life. It was the heart of Christianity. The Resurrection was so 

prominent in his preachings at Athens, in fact, that his hearers couid satirize Paul as 



proclaiming two dieties to add to the pantheon, Jesus and Anastasis (that is "Resurrection," 

Acts 17: 18). The Resurrection is therefore no tailpiece to Christian doctrine; it is the 

centerpiece. 

Third, notice the age of the traditions. By our counting, Jesus was executed in C.E. 

3 1. First Corinthians was written in 54, some 20 years Iater. It would be very good tradition 

if the evidence went back only that far, but it goes back even M e r .  Paul says, "1 delivered 

you ... what 1 also received" (1 Cor. 1513). That is to Say, he passed on the message he had 

himself received. This immediately takes us back to within three or four years of the 

Resurrection, when Paul was converted. The approxirnate date of uiis can be determined in 

Galatians 1 : 18 and 2: 1. If the " 14 years" of Galatians 2: 1 mean 14 years d e r  his conversion, 

then it wou1d have been C.E. 35 that he came face to face with the Risen Christ. If the 3 

years of Galatians 1 : 1 8 are to be added to those 14 years. then we m u t  assume he came to 

faith in 32/33, for the visit to Jerusalem c m  be fixed at 49. In either case, the time gap 

between the event and Paul's discovery was tiny. 

Even more significant than this small time gap is Paul's choice of words for "receive" 

and "deliver." They are technical words, both in Greek and in the underlying Hebrew. for 

receiving and handing on authorized tradition.'63 The Resurrection, fact and story were 

already authorized in Christian circles before the conversion of Paul. No wonder the German 

theologian Edward Meyer has called these verses "the oldest document of the Christian 

Fourth, consider the source of this tradition. Paul stresses in 1 Corinthians 15: 1 1 that 



he proclaimed precisrly the same message of the Resurrection as did the Jenisalem church. 

His message cornes from the very center of the events themselves, and within only two or 

three years of those events. Could one have better evidence of any histoncal event than this? 

Incidentally, in this passage Paul mentions two names of significance-Peter and James. Both 

met with Jerus alter hi- Rei-u~ection (1 Pet. 5 : ! ;  ! Cor. E?). P 2 d  went up tc Jenisalem9 

three years after his conversion, to question them (Gd. 1 : 1 8). 

Paul obviously was transformed by some incredulous event. What else would explain 

his transformation fiom persecutor to apostle? 

If we grant, merely for the sake of discussion? that the incident of the empty 

sepulcher is fiction. when we corne to consider the questions 1 have just raised, we are forced 

to believe that what did hit the disciples and Paul was some other arnazing event, sorne event 

different in kind yet equal in force in its intensity. At least. logic irnpels us to conclude that, 

whatever it was that might have happened, it was enough to change the "powerless" Jesus in 

the hearts of the disciples into the "dl-powemil" image of Jesus. And then we are 

constrained to suppose that this other event, whatever its nature, was enough to persuade the 

disciples that the Resurrection of Jesus was a fact. 

Areas of Potential Application 

For most believing Christians, what matten is not what the apostles expenenced 2000 

years ago, but what they rneant when they preached that God raised Jesus from the dead. "A 

resuscitation is excellent news for the pztient and family," observes Luke Timothy Johnson, 

professor of Christian Origins at Emory University's Candler School of Theology on Atlanta, 



"But it is not 'good news' that affects everyone else. It does not begin a religion. It does not 

transfom the lives of othen across the ages. It is not what is being claimed by the f is t  

~hr is t ians . '~~ indeed. what is most distinctive about the claims made by Jezus was not that 

he was the Messiah or that he was "King of the Jews," as the Romans mockingly suggested. 

Rather, in proclaiminp tkat Jesus hx! hem resurrected, tkejr ~ e r e  sscrting somctiing 

profoundly new about God as well as about Jesus himself. 

As Jews themselves. Jesus' aposties knew only one Gad-the Yahweh of Hebrew 

Scriptures. From those Scnptures they could hardly have expected that they would ever see 

their disgraced and executed master again. According to those Scnptures, even Moses died, 

and of the Hebrew prophets, only two--Elijah and Enoch-had ascended to heaven. But 

neither rose fiom the dead. The Hebrew Bible is very reticent to talk about "life afler death," 

çays Alan Segal, professor of religion at Barnard College in New York. "There m u t  have 

been beliefs in life after death, but the people who edited the Bible kept them out.'6S 

However. during the Maccabean revolt (circa 167 B.C .E.), the idea of bodily 

resurrection began to surface arnong the Jews. In a national revolt against Greek nilers, 

young Jewish men were dying as martyn in defense of what they considered the Iaws of God. 

A just God, it was believed, would eventually restore them to life. Early Christianity was 

bom in a climate of apocalyptic expectation created by the Maccabee's revolt, Segel believes. 

In Jesus' 33-year lifetime there were Pharisees who thought that the just would be resurrected 

by God at the end of secular tirne. "But they didn't speculate about how it wouid take place," 

says s e g a P 6  



Against this background, the Resurrection of Jesus was a provocative daim for 

anyone to rnake. In a paper submitted to the 1996 Resurrection Summit in New York, New 

Testament scholar Carey C. Newman points to another tradition in the Hebrew Scriptures 

that helps explain what the first Chnstians saw in Christ's Resurrection. According to the 

tradition. "The Glory of YahwehH--meanhg the divine presence-appeared at key moments 

and places in Jewish history: the Exodus cloud, at Mount Sinai, and over the temple. Those 

moments, says Newman, who teaches at Southem Baptist Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, 

dso  signal major changes in Yahweh's dealings with the people. For the early Christians the 

Resunection was another of those moments, Newman argues. It brought them together as a 

new religious community and immediately distinguished h e m  fiom other apocalyptic Jewish 

movements. The early Christians claimed that in the Risen Christ. the Glory of Yahweh was 

made manifest in a new and unexpected way. It revealed the dawn of a "new creationM--the 

church-and a new hope, that "in Christ" everyone could reliably expect his or her own 

resurrection from the dead. 

From the very beginning of Christianity, Christ's "victory" over death, as Paul puts it, 

was not his alone. It was the victory promised to those who were baptized to his body, the 

church. Throughout two centuries of Roman penecution, countless Christian martyrs went to 

their deaths convinced that in God's coming kingdom they would rise again with a new 

glorified body. Medieval higorian Caroline Walker Bynum, in her study The Resurrection of 

the Body in Western Christianitv. 200-1 336 (Columbia University Press), traces the 

persistent Christian conviction that the body as well as the sou1 would inherit etemal life. It 

wasn't easy. "Right through the Middle Ages," says Bynum, "you find spintual material 



interpretation of both the resurrected body of Christ and of our own resurrected bodies." But 

time and again in contention with neo-Platonists, Gnostics, and other spirtualizers, advocates 

of the more physical interpretation win out over the more vaporous explanations. Why? 

"They saw the body as the carrier of particularity, including gender and race," Bynam says. 

"Che~sing for 'hi body * /ES chccsing fer i d i o i d l  identity for d! eterzity. 11 167 

For as long as death remains a rnystery, so, too, will resurrection. 

fiom the dead is a statement of Christian faith and hurnan hope--and imp 

between those who live in the presence of Christ today and those who fir 

That Jesus rose 

lies a bond of trust 

st camied the Easter 

message 2000 years ago. Bonds like these sustain a11 religious traditions. "If we can dismiss 

as 'unhistorical' most of the Gospel's Jesus of Chnstianity, what can faithfùl Israel Save for 

ou. rabbi, Moses, for Judaism"? asks Rabbi Jacob Neusner, a distinguished Talmudist at the 

University of South Florida in Tampa. "Religion does not merely recite secular facts about 

what happened in ordinary &airs on a particular day. Religion speaks of Gods intervention 

into the world, and that daim does not corne before the court of secular history, to be judged 

tme or false by historian's ways of validating or falsifying histoncal fact~."'~~ 

Personal Statement 

For more than a hundred years, the liberal theological tradition has tended to ignore 

the history behind the Christian proclamation of the Resurrection. It is my feeling that certain 

educators have been leaning heavily on this tradition and have guided many future church 

leaders, fiom a number of denominations, d o m  a path headed away fiom traditional, 

fundamental beliefs. Depending on scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann, who insisted that the 

important thing is the Resurrection faith, not the Resurrection event, begs the question of 



what event, or events, brought the faith into being. Why would the early Chnstians have 

proclaimed the Risen Christ unless "something happened" that they were convinced justified 

a message worth living, and dying, for? That those early Christians were deranged lunatics or 

untruthful liars does not, on the basis of the evidence, bear close examination. 

Wolfhart Pannenlierg, a world renowned systematic thedogian f i m  Murrich, Gennany, 

writes, "The legends created by excessive criticism [that tries to explain away the 

Resurrection] have been less credible than the Biblical reports themselves." '" 

Other ideas pressed fonvard are that, histoncal events aside, the Resurrection is a 

"meaningfult' mythopoetic statement. or New Age reincarnation. or the transmigration of 

souls, or theosophy is more "meaningful." Some Christians, wishing to be orthodox, Say they 

dontt bother their heads about the historical evidence; they just accept the Resurrection "on 

faith." But that can be a form if fideism--a kind of faith in faith--that is hard to square with 

the understanding of Christians such as the Apostle Paul. "EChrist has not been raised, then 

our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain," Paul wrote (1 Corinthians 15). In this 

passage and elsewhere Paul assumes the importance of histoïical evidence in making the 

case for the Resurrected Lord. 

Those who argue against the histoncal reality are also in some dificulty. Gary 

Habermas of Liberty University, marshals some eleven events on which al1 scholars, 

Chnstians or not, agree. Four he considers especially important: Jesus died by crucixion, 

aftenvard the disciples were convinced they had witnessed the literal appearance of the Eüsen 

Jesus; their lives were transformed as a consequeme; and Paul had a conversion expenence 

that he also believed to be and appearance of the Risen Jesus. Delve deeply enough into 



these and other undoubted events, and you corne up with the most probable of possible 

explanations, namely, that Jesus rose fiom the dead. 

When compared to the author of The Presurnption of Atheism, Anthony Flew's 

argument that the Resurrection did not happen because such things do not happen,"' one 

wonden where is the weight of such an argument? Fortunately, the C. S. Lewis comment on 

the denial of the possibility of miracles gives us fodder for a deep i ~ e r  chuckle. He wrote: 

"Unfominately, we know the experience against miracles to be uniform only if we know al1 

the reports of them are false. And we know al1 the reports to be false only if we know already 

that miracles have never occurred. Ln fact. if we do this, we are arguing in ~ i r c l e s . ' ~ ~  Case 

dismissed? 

One realization of this study is that al1 the evidence does not, by the cannons of 

scientific methodology. prove that the Resurrection happened. My contention is that the 

evidence creates a very high level of certainty. Of course, if it did happen, the 

ramifications are rather far-reaching. It might even explain the existence of Chnstianity. 

However, skeptics can and will appeal to "the imumerably repeated experiences that 

in this world the dead do not nse again." Oniy when, as Jesus promised, the dead do nse 

again, will the daims of the skeptics be definitely laid to rest. Until then, Christians walk by 

faith illuminated by reason, and reason illuminated by faith. If we are right about the 

Resurrection, we do not walk alone! 
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