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The resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as an historical event is one upon which the whole 

Catholic faith depends. Without the resurrection as a real and miraculous event that happened to 

Jesus two millennia ago the Catholic faith collapses in on itself, finding itself bankrupt of any 

soteriological or eschatological narrative. This said, the resurrection is as securely historically 

verified as one could hope, being established, it would seem, beyond any reasonable doubt. 

The place of the resurrection in Christian theology is that of its linchpin. St. Paul exclaims “If 

Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile” (1 Cor. 15:17 NRSV). More significantly, 

resurrection is the very foundation of Christianity (Catechism, s.642). As Peter Kreeft points out, 

it was not the injunction to love your neighbour as yourself that constituted the ‘good news’, 

“that’s not news at all” (Kreeft, 186), rather, it was the conviction that ‘He is risen.’ Thus it is 

difficult to exaggerate the centrality and significance of the resurrection for Catholic Christianity. 

To put it strongly, the resurrection is what Christianity is all about. Resurrection doesn’t simply 

happen to figure into much of the speech in the New Testament but rather “it is the condition for 

the emergence of Christian speech itself” (Perkins, 18). 

The indispensability of this event as a real historical one for the religious narrative of the 

Catholic faith is more clearly seen when examining its soteriological and eschatological 

significance. As St. Paul says: Jesus was “handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised 

for our justification” (Romans 4:25). Christ then, in rising again, sets the foundation for 

justification. Thus, not only did resurrection inform baptismal liturgies (Perkins, 282) which 

were oriented towards bringing about justification (Hahn, 498), but more significantly without 

resurrection no soteriological narrative is found in Christianity at all. For the Catholic faith, a 

human person is essentially body and soul together (Catechism, s.362), and thus any narrative of 
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how man is saved is going to involve a physical ‘reconstitution’, and the resurrection of Jesus 

provides the foundation for just such a narrative (Romans 6:5). 

The resurrection, moreover, holds a central place in Catholic eschatology, as the early 

Church Fathers unanimously testify (Daley, 91-93). There is an essential connection, for 

Catholicism, between Christ’s resurrection and hope of the general resurrection (1 Cor. 15:13-

16). However, the resurrection is not only the key for a truly Christian eschatology, it is also the 

only reason Christianity finds itself at home in Israel (Romans 11:24). That the Jews anticipated 

a future real resurrection is demonstrated by their writings (Dan 12:2; Is. 26:19; 2 Macc. 7:14; 2 

Baruch 21:23). Thus, not only is the resurrection of Christ the foundation of the Christian faith 

distinguishing it from earlier Judaism, but paradoxically without it the Catholic faith would never 

truly be at home in the Old Testament at all. Christianity understands Jesus not to change this 

eschatological hope, but to fulfill it (John 11:23-25). 

This last point sets the stage for mounting a positive case in defence of the resurrection of 

Jesus. It was precisely the eschatological hope of Israel that precluded ‘particular’ resurrection 

from being conceived of without reference to a ‘general’ resurrection (Wright, 205-6). This in 

combination with pre-Christian Jewish theology’s utter failure to anticipate anything like a dying 

messiah makes it difficult to explain the origin of Christianity without reference to the event of 

the resurrection. Indeed, the apostles and early Christians believed in the resurrection of Jesus 

despite having “every predisposition to the contrary” (Craig, 27). One cannot explain this belief 

in terms of the natural consequence of Jewish theology alone, without some historically 

significant event which transformed it. Neither can one account for the change by supposing a 

long period of developing theological reflection, for, as is likely the case, the hymn of 1
st
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Corinthians 15:3-5 dates back to within five years of the death of Christ (Craig, 48), leaving no 

room for such a novel development. 

The historical case for the inference to Jesus’ resurrection comes from the affirmation of 

three historical facts: “The Empty tomb... the appearances... and the origin of the Christian faith” 

(Craig, 45). In other words that Jesus was buried and his grave found vacant, that his early 

Jewish entourage claimed to have had experiences of seeing him alive again, and that the 

Christian faith took the form it did, are best explained by the resurrection. These three facts 

together are so difficult to explain without reference to the resurrection as a real event that in this 

alone scholars have inadvertently furnished a powerful argument for the resurrection. It is 

intriguing that, to date, no single naturalistic hypothesis has commanded the assent of historical 

scholarship, nor have any been recognized as reasonably plausible (Craig, 23). 

In order to avoid this conclusion some have argued that historians are a priori committed 

to naturalistic explanations, and must, even if true, reject a miraculous account out of hand.  As 

Bart Ehrman suggests, the problem isn’t whether Jesus has done anything miraculous, but rather 

that a historian is simply not allowed to affirm this without a betrayal of the canons of historical 

scholarship (Ehrman, 226). This is because, all things being equal, miracles are always bound to 

be more unlikely than a naturalistic explanation, and the historian is bound to draw up a picture 

of what most likely happened. This argument can be easily disregarded, however, because it is 

impossible to approximate the likelihood of a miracle without reference to a worldview (Strobel, 

108). It may be true that inductive reasoning alone apart from any one worldview may lead us to 

generally privilege naturalistic explanations. Yet, as Stephen Davis explains: even if we are 

bound to prefer naturalistic explanations of events to non-naturalistic ones all things being equal, 

“so were first-century people. I fail to see any good reason... why a contemporary person cannot 
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consistently be a supernaturalist.” (Davis, 438). The whole point in the case of Jesus’ 

resurrection is that no naturalistic explanation is plausibly available to us which accounts for the 

combination of facts with which we are confronted. 

In conclusion then, the resurrection of Jesus as a historical event is the very foundation 

and linchpin of the Catholic faith. Without it, the Catholic faith never gets off the ground. It has 

no hope of particular salvation for individuals, nor any eschatological hope. The resurrection 

narrative is the answer which Catholicism offers to the questions of how we are saved and what 

hope we have. Further, there is good historical precedence for believing in the resurrection 

because without it a combination of recognized facts has no plausible historical explanation.  
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