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Tires type black

Where the blacktop cracks

Weeds spark through

Dark green enough to be blue

When the mysteries we believe in

Aren’t dreamed enough to be true

Some side with the leaves

Some side with the seeds

—Wilco, “Side With The Seeds”

 (written by Jeff Tweedy and Mikael Jorgensen)

What you sow is not brought to life unless it dies. And that 

which you sow—you do not sow the body that is to come, 

but a naked seed, perhaps of wheat, or of something else. 

But God gives to that seed a body exactly as he wishes—and 

he gives to each of the seeds its own particular body.

—1 Corinthians 15:36-38
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Introduction 
Not Here but Risen: Seeing and  

Not Seeing the Easter Jesus

On the north side of the nave in St. George’s Anglican Church in London, 
Ontario, not far from where I usually sit, there is a stained-glass window that 
depicts a resurrection scene. In this scene, Jesus is standing outside the tomb 
with his hand raised in blessing, and Mary Magdalene is in the foreground turn-
ing around and looking over her shoulder at him. The window represents an 
incident narrated in the Fourth Gospel, in which Mary, alone outside the tomb, 
turns around as she recognizes the risen Jesus (John 20:14-16). Only John tells 
the story of this private encounter. At the bottom of the stained-glass window 
there is a line of text that reads, “He is not here, but is risen.” This line is not from 
John, but from Luke 24:5, although similar words are also found in Matthew and 
Mark. The speakers in Luke are two men in clothes as bright as lightning (Luke 
24:4), but these angelic speakers are not 
shown in the window. In the context of 
the window, these words seem intended 
as a supporting testimony to the fact that 
God raised Jesus from the dead, although 
there is some dissonance between text and 
image. It is quite common to find ideas, 
images, or words from different Gospels 
combined like this. Readers interested in 
the Gospels because of their faith com-
mitments are often eager to make sure 
that conflicting details from the different 
accounts can be harmonized, and this 
is especially so when it comes to pivotal 
episodes like the resurrection of Jesus.

Often the urge to conflate is uncon-
scious, for it is very deep in the Christian 
interpretive tradition: the tendency to 
read one version of the story into another 
is evident in the very earliest Christian 
texts that comment on the resurrection 
narratives. The result is that instead of 
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having four (more than four, actually) accounts of what the followers of Jesus 
experienced after his execution, in the church people tend to speak about “the 
Easter story” (singular). When we look closely at the canonical Gospels and other 
early Christian texts and hear how they tell the story of the discovery of the empty 
tomb, however, we almost immediately notice how different the successive uses 
or deployments of the story are. These differences in detail and in perspective are 
opportunities for us to discern “the early history of Easter,” as the subtitle of this 
book suggests: the history of how the Easter story developed. Those who received 
and retold the traditions about the resurrection of Jesus told not only the story 
of Jesus and his earliest followers, but their own story as well. Each new retelling 
arose out of (and was spoken into) a different set of historical circumstances and 
theological concerns that gave shape and contemporary meaning to the received 
traditions. This process is what lies behind the differences and divergences in the 
story’s successive deployments. The details in the Gospels simply make the best 
sense when we read them in the narrative contexts for which they were intended, 
rather than seeing them as facts that must be reconciled in one way or another 
into a bigger narrative on whose cogency the Christian claim that God raised 
Jesus from the dead depends.

So when I first noticed the Easter window at St George’s, I was not really 
surprised to see details from Luke and John combined in this way. But I was inter-
ested—and, truthfully, a little bothered—to notice that the window juxtaposes an 
image of Jesus appearing at the tomb with a text that explains his absence, or his 
disappearance, from the tomb. My first reaction was to ask myself, “Well, is he 
here or isn’t he?” In some ways, the window’s mistake is quite forgivable, because 
according to the Gospel stories, Jesus’ tomb is empty and he appears to Mary and 
to others because God raised him from the dead. He is present “here” outside 
the tomb and appearing to Mary and to others because he is absent, not “there” 
inside the tomb. In other words, the picture of Jesus present with Mary and the 
text about his absence from the tomb both point, though in different ways, to one 
idea: Jesus was raised from the dead.

Two Independent Traditions: The Disappearance and the Appearances  
of Jesus
Yet when we consider the two early convictions that after Jesus’ death (1) he was 
gone, in particular, gone from the tomb, and (2) he was appearing to his followers, 
we find that they might not have been understood originally as two expressions 
of the one belief that Jesus had risen from the dead. From the letters of Paul, we 
know of very early traditions about the appearances of the risen Jesus, but none 
of these traditions locates the appearances; and from the Gospel of Mark, we 
have the earliest version of the empty tomb story, a story in which the risen Jesus 
does not appear. Only gradually and incrementally did the empty tomb stories 
become stories about the risen Jesus appearing at the tomb. The earliest evidence 
suggests that traditions that described Jesus’ absence from the tomb circulated 
at the earliest times separately from traditions that he had appeared to his fol-
lowers.1 Willi Marxsen noted that these two traditions are depicted sequentially 
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in the Gospel resurrection stories—the empty tomb is discovered, and then the 
risen Jesus appears—although the evidence suggests they originally were inde-
pendent of one another.2 As James Dunn remarks, “Though interdependent in 
terms of the earliest conceptualization of Jesus’ resurrection, the traditions them-
selves seem to have emerged from and kept alive independent memories.”3 We 
will find reason to challenge Dunn’s view that the empty tomb tradition can only 
be understood as part of “the earliest conceptualization of Jesus’ resurrection,” 
that is, that the empty tomb was always seen as signifying a bodily resurrection 
out of the tomb. However, he is correct that because “Paul could virtually ignore 
[the empty tomb], and the earliest accounts of the empty tomb make no mention 
of any appearance at the tomb itself,” it is difficult to see how one tradition could 
have given rise to the other.

Very early in the process of literary narration, however, these two traditions 
began to be merged in various ways. This original separation and then gradual 
combination of the two traditions has led some to identify the appearance tradi-
tion as oriented to the validation of male figures, while the empty tomb tradition 
is a women’s tradition (although there are good reasons to dispute this dichoto-
mization).4 Others think that the empty tomb story originated as a way of narrat-
ing what early Christians must have concluded from the proclamation of Jesus’ 
resurrection—that is, if Jesus’ followers were saying that he appeared to them 
after his death, and that he had appeared because he had risen from the dead, 
then the tomb must have been empty.5 As we will see, however, there are good 
reasons to think that the empty tomb story did not originate as a way of explain-
ing how it was that God raised Jesus from the dead.

The empty tomb story and the appearance reports are traditions in the sense 
that each is a confessional or narrative piece that circulated orally among early 
members of the Jesus movements and was handed down (Lat., traditio) in the 
context of instruction or proclamation. Paul, in the earliest source of informa-
tion about the resurrection of Christ (1 Cor. 15:3b-7), repeats and adapts a tradi-
tion that claims that Jesus “appeared” to Cephas (Peter) and the Twelve, to more 
than five hundred believers, and to James and all the apostles. Paul adapts this 
tradition by adding his own name to the list (15:8). The Greek term translated 
“appeared” here is ōphthē, which literally means “was seen,” or even “was caused 
to be seen.”6 In a different letter, Paul talks about his life-changing experience of 
the living Jesus as God “revealing” the Son in him (Gal. 1:15-16). Paul thought 
that these revelatory experiences of the risen Jesus that he and others experienced 
were important signs of God’s commissioning and the authority that came with 
it: in 1 Corinthians 9:1 he writes, “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not 
seen Jesus our Lord?” Paul believed that God vindicated Jesus after his death by 
raising him to new life and allowing him to appear—allowing him to be pres-
ent—to certain of his followers. Because Christ did not appear to everyone, those 
who claimed such an experience could also claim that they were validated by 
God in Christ for mission and leadership in the movement. In contrast to Paul’s 
emphasis on the appearances of Jesus, he has almost nothing to say about Jesus’ 
absence: nowhere in his letters does Paul mention the empty tomb of Jesus. This 
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demands an explanation, particularly if (as Dunn argues) the two traditions are 
to be considered interdependent aspects of a single conceptualization of what it 
meant that “Jesus was raised.”7 To claim, as many scholars do, that Paul simply 
took the empty tomb for granted is to sidestep the problem, especially since the 
empty tomb of Jesus might have been good evidence for the bodily resurrection 
of the dead, an idea evidently in dispute in Paul’s Corinthian congregation (1 Cor. 
15:12, 35).8 Or perhaps he knew about traditions to the effect that Jesus’ tomb was 
discovered empty but avoided using this as part of his argument, knowing the 
idea would be problematic for the Corinthians. In any event, the tradition Paul 
handed on to the Corinthians did not contain any reference to the women’s dis-
covery that Jesus’ tomb was empty on the third day, and this silence is something 
that deserves careful consideration.

On the other hand, there are also some indications that the people who put 
together and used the Sayings Gospel Q (the source, now lost, of certain sayings 
of Jesus now found in Matthew and Luke) were thinking along different lines, 
that is, more in terms of absence than presence.9 An important text for estab-
lishing this view is a Q saying now found at Matthew 23:39 and Luke 13:35 in 
which Jesus says, “You will not see me.” This “not seeing” language is the precise 
opposite of what we find in Paul, and it has striking similarities to the story about 
the disappearance (ascension/assumption) of Elijah in 2 Kings 2. Just as Paul 
was silent on the subject of the empty tomb, so also Q does not reflect on the 
postmortem significance of Jesus using the category of resurrection, even though 
resurrection is part of the document’s eschatology. Mark also used source mate-
rial that talked about the disappearance of Jesus from the tomb, but neither that 
source material nor the Gospel of Mark directly narrates an appearance of the 
risen Jesus (Mark 16:1-8). What is more, a first-century person (Jewish or Greek) 
would have interpreted an inexplicably disappearing body or an unaccountably 
empty tomb as evidence not of “resurrection” but of “assumption.” This is the 
idea found in almost every ancient culture that in certain special cases God (or 
some divine being or beings) could take a person immediately and bodily into 
the divine realm. The language and implications of assumption are very differ-
ent from resurrection, although both can imply “postmortem vindication.” Is it 
possible that some of Jesus’ early followers expressed their convictions about his 
vindication by God in terms different from resurrection?10

The different language originally used to express the basic conviction that 
God had vindicated Jesus after his death clarifies how early understandings of his 
ongoing and future existence—risen, ascended, present as Spirit, coming as Son 
of Man—may have originated. As Gerhard Lohfink suggests, there were three 
possible ways that early followers of Jesus could have expressed convictions about 
his divine vindication: (1) God had exalted him in heaven (as in Isaiah 52); (2) 
God had taken him directly into heaven (as with Enoch and Elijah and others); 
and (3) God had raised him from the dead as the beginning of the eschatologi-
cal resurrection.11 All three expressions have left their traces in the early Chris-
tian traditions, but they quickly and finally were merged into resurrection as the 
dominant paradigm, as the window in St George’s demonstrates. In many ways 
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this fusing of paradigms was facilitated by the fact that there was some overlap, 
whether in perceived applicability to Jesus or in theological conception. In any 
event, studying the traces these three conceptions have left in our texts allows us 
to arrive at a clearer picture of the diversity and creativity of the early Christian 
movements as different groups sought to make sense not only of Jesus’ death but 
also of the validity of his teachings about the kingdom of God and the meaning 
of the spiritual experiences they had when they gathered in his name.

Only in this sense is this book an early history of Easter. Although many 
have considered it a worthwhile venture to try to prove (or to disprove) the his-
toricity of the resurrection of Jesus, or of the empty tomb, this kind of “historical” 
(or apologetic or anti-apologetic) approach is not taken in this book. As Mary 
Rose D’Angelo has observed, there are serious problems involved in approach-
ing the resurrection of Jesus as an object of historical inquiry, not least because 
the early texts that refer to it—whether the more overtly theological reflections 
of Paul or the more concretely narrative depictions at the end of the canonical 
Gospels—see it as an event that transcends history. For these texts “never treat 
the fate of Jesus as a return to life (like that of Lazarus in John 11:1-44 or of the 
daughter of Jairus in Mark 5:21-43), but always describe it as a transformation 
of the world.”12Although at times our discussion will take us into inquiries as to 
the relative age or origin of traditions about Jesus’ postmortem vindication and 
about the experiences of his followers, there are other, more immediate ques-
tions posed by the Gospel writings than questions about historicity, and these 
are questions of meaning and interpretation. How did the authors of the Gospels 
(and their forebears in the developing tradition) think about the resurrection of 
Jesus? What did it mean for their understanding of his significance? What did 
it mean for their understanding of God’s purposes for humankind? These theo-
logical questions arise from the narratives themselves, and they are the questions 
these narratives were designed to answer. As careful and interested readers we do 
well to attend to them.

Yet this book does have a historical objective, as the subtitle claims. In par-
ticular, this book attempts to explain how and why the story that we now find 
in Mark 16 was adapted and retold in different settings, and to describe what 
such adaptations and retellings indicate about the unique interests and problems 
of the retellers. When we compare Luke with Mark, for instance, we find that 
some significant differences result from Luke’s adaptation of Mark, probably the 
most important of which is the addition of Peter’s visit to the tomb (Luke 24:12). 
Luke’s version of the story is not merely another perspective on the historical 
events. According to such a view, the author of Luke was trying to give as com-
plete and authentic a report as possible, and so he included a detail omitted or 
overlooked by Mark’s author or unknown to him. While this in fact could be the 
case, that is not all there is to it. The authors of the Gospels, Luke included, were 
not simply recorders of history or even of tradition, but careful, creative editors 
and composers of sayings and narrative material. When one of the Gospels (e.g., 
Luke) differs from its source material (Mark or Q), we are justified in asking, 
“Where did this come from?” and “Why was it composed (or included) and to 
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what end?” Such questions are the focus of this book. So, although this book does 
not address questions of historicity, it does have a historical objective: to study 
the empty tomb stories in their original contexts and to account historically, cul-
turally, and theologically for the developments we find in them.

Of course, we cannot revisit the empty tomb in the same way that Peter does 
in Luke’s narrative. The differences between the tomb stories clearly indicate that 
we are not dealing with “history” straightforwardly recorded, but with narratives 
having distinctive features and purposes. Our sources simply do not permit us 
to revisit the tomb in a “historical” way. We can, however, revisit the empty tomb 
stories by asking why, for example, it was important for the author and original 
readers of Luke that they tell a story in which Peter sees the empty tomb for 
himself. In this way at least, we as readers may revisit the empty tomb to see if 
somehow we missed something on our initial visit. It is the aim of this book to 
try to make sense of what we as readers can see narratively in these stories and 
to show how a new approach to these stories can illuminate the beginnings of 
Christian thinking about the vindication of Jesus and about its significance to the 
development of early Christology.

When we turn to the empty tomb stories themselves, we see that it is 
only gradually and by degrees that disappearance/absence and appearance/
presence come together, as the story was told in different settings for different 
audiences. Mark, as just noted, claims that the missing body of Jesus means 
that he has been raised from the dead, and the young man at the tomb says 
exactly that: “He has been raised; he is not here” (Mark 16:6). Notice here 
that the announcement of the resurrection precedes the demonstration of the 
empty tomb. But in Mark, Jesus is seen by his followers only in an ending not 
written by the author of Mark but appended to the Gospel by a much later 
scribe (whose “longer ending” can be designated Pseudo-Mark 16:9-20). There 
is good evidence for concluding that the author of Mark thought the Gos-
pel was finished at the end of Mark 16:8: “And they said nothing to anyone, 
for they were afraid.” This original ending is probably why Mark’s alternate 
endings (for there are two) were written.13 The later canonical Gospel writers 
similarly made adjustments and additions to the story they received, adjust-
ments and additions that made it clear that the empty tomb meant Jesus was 
appearing to his followers. Luke has Peter inspect the tomb after the apostles 
disbelieve the initial report of the women (Luke 24:12); Matthew depicts the 
risen Jesus appearing to the women as they run to tell the others (Matt. 28:9-
10); and the Fourth Gospel has both of these narrative developments (John 
20:3-10, 14-18).

The additional features found in Luke, Matthew, and John are important 
because, like the later additions to the ending of Mark, they demonstrate that 
many early readers of Mark were not comfortable with the idea of Jesus’ absence 
unless it was combined with some description of his presence after the resurrec-
tion. As John Dominic Crossan has written:
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The intracanonical tradition of the empty tomb is . . . a single stream of redacted 
and expanded transmission from Mark 16:1-8 as its only source. From the 
women at the tomb in Mark 16:1-8 comes, genetically, not only the women at 
the tomb in Matthew 28:1-8, Luke 24:1-11, John 20:1, 11-13, but also, redaction-
ally, Jesus at the tomb in Matthew 28:9-10, John 20:14-18, and the disciple(s) at 
the tomb in Luke 24:12 and John 20:2-10.14

Given some important qualifications, Crossan’s observation seems, in substance, 
to be correct: what the later evangelists drew from Mark is clear; other details 
can mainly be understood as points at which the story has undergone narrative 
or literary development (and not necessarily on the basis of traditional sources). 
Not everyone shares this perspective, of course. Pheme Perkins writes that “the 
divergence of detail surrounding the stories of the tomb suggests there was no 
unified tradition about the empty tomb in early Christianity. . . . It is impos-
sible to harmonize them in such a way as to produce a single, simpler tradition 
that has then been redacted by the narrators.”15 Harmonizing, as we have seen, 
does not move the interpreter in the direction of a more primitive tradition, 
but rather conflates more or less conflicting narratives into one story in which 
these conflicts have been resolved.16 More recently, N. T. Wright has insisted that 
the differences should be put down simply to the “different ways in which the 
original astonished participants told the stories,” and that the Gospel texts as we 
have them show little evidence of narrative development or editorial creativity.17 
But what if we took Mark’s version to be the earliest textual version of the empty 
tomb story and understood subsequent versions—in Matthew, Luke, John, and 
beyond—as responses to Mark? The stories, as the studies here will bear out, 
do show clear evidence of literary interdependence and editing, and many (or 
even most) of the differences should be assigned not to the level of oral tradition 
deriving from eyewitness accounts but to the narrative creativity and theological 
ingenuity of those who told and retold, then wrote and rewrote, the story of the 
empty tomb.

When we look at the developments in the individual narratives after Mark, 
what we find is a tendency to bring the empty tomb story more and more com-
pletely into agreement with the appearance traditions. This tendency is evident 
in different ways when we move from Mark to Matthew and Luke and John and 
finally to narratives of the empty tomb in later or extracanonical sources, as in, for 
instance, the Gospel of Peter or in the alternative endings early Christian scribes 
added to Mark’s Gospel. But although the empty tomb story is—if not already 
in Mark, then certainly in Matthew, Luke, and John—essentially a resurrection 
story, efforts to accommodate the empty tomb to the appearance tradition could 
never really efface the narrative and theological impact that the disappearance/
assumption tradition had on the development of early reflection on Jesus’ post-
mortem vindication by God and significance for humankind. Discerning this 
impact is what makes revisiting the empty tomb a worthwhile endeavor.

A short explanation of the image on the cover may illustrate this help-
fully. An ivory panel dated to around 400 ce and now in the Bavarian National 
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Museum in Munich, it depicts both the women attending the tomb and two men 
(apostles, one assumes) witnessing the ascension.18 One commentator suggests 
that the image would have been a fine example of the influence of late pagan 
“nostalgia” on Christian art, since the women “approach [the tomb] in measured 
step and restrained pathos” in “some sacred grove,” approximating the depiction 
of priestesses in other pieces of the same era—but “the innate Christian urge to 
pack the image with content” led to the introduction of the ascension scene in 
the upper part of the panel.19 Kurt Weitzmann suggests that the ascension scene 
reflects knowledge of the Apocryphon of James, a Nag Hammadi Gnostic text that 
reports James and Peter as the only two witnesses of the ascension.20 I am not 
really in a position to dispute this, but I would still offer an alternative interpreta-
tion of the panel as a whole: the proximity of the closed tomb (attended by the 
women, guarded by sleeping soldiers, and interpreted by a wingless angel) to the 
ascending Jesus suggests not a forty-day delay as in Luke-Acts, but a rising Jesus 
going directly into the divine realm as, I would argue, in Mark and Matthew, 
or John and the Gospel of Peter (although after a brief hiatus in these last two 
texts).21 Maurice Goguel, in his study of the resurrection in early Christianity, 
suggested that this understanding of the resurrection as assumption persisted 
well into the fourth century.22 Given how early Christian literary sources tended 
to conflate elements from the various versions of the empty tomb story, the wing-
less angel could be interpreted as the “young man” of Mark 16:5-7; he seems 
ready to interpret the empty tomb to the women (Mark 16:6), but he has not 
opened it yet (16:3-4). In other early depictions of this scene, the tomb is already 
open. The guards in our ivory panel, of course, come from Matthew, and they 
sleep on as the scene unfolds. Could the two figures witnessing Christ’s ascen-
sion into heaven be Peter (cowering) and the Beloved Disciple (believing), ready 
to inspect the empty tomb as in John 20:3-10? On this reading, the ivory panel 
illustrates just what I intend to argue in this book, that the influence of the disap-
pearance/assumption tradition, though already in Mark subjugated to the resur-
rection/appearance tradition, can still be perceived, and not only in the earliest 
texts but in later ones as well.

Four Basic Reminiscences
To say that all the literary versions of the empty tomb story must be traced genet-
ically back to Mark, however, is not to claim that a purely literary approach can 
explain the origin of all the details in all the stories. To be sure, many details may 
in fact go back to earlier oral traditions or recollections, whether about the empty 
tomb or about the appearances. In some cases it will be possible to distinguish 
what is “traditional” from what comes from an author’s own hand, and that will 
sometimes be illuminating—not because it gets us any closer to “what really hap-
pened,” but because it helps us say something concrete about how the author 
interpreted the tradition to his audience. Four of these core traditions or remi-
niscences are listed and discussed briefly here, if only to present a basic survey of 
the core elements of the narratives under discussion in this book. I list these not 
in order of their origin or importance, but in the narrative order in which they 
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appear. I also make no judgments as to the historicity of what these traditions or 
reminiscences report.

1. Jesus was buried in a tomb that was attended by female disciples. It is some-
times claimed that because the standard Roman practice was to leave the bod-
ies of crucifixion victims on their crosses, on display as a warning, this is what 
happened to Jesus.23 The discovery of the remains of a crucified man in a Judean 
ossuary—a small box in which an individual’s bones would be collected for a 
secondary burial—indicates that with any such general practice there may be 
exceptions.24 Regardless of the historical likelihood of either scenario, the earliest 
tradition about the death and resurrection of Jesus indicates that he was buried 
(1 Cor. 15:4) and not left unburied. The narrative sources about the death and 
burial of Jesus (Mark 15:42-47 and parallels) indicate that his body was attended 
to by Joseph of Arimathea, who is described as someone friendly to Jesus’ move-
ment or even as a disciple, but nevertheless a member of the Judean ruling 
council (Mark 15:43 and parallels). The development of Joseph as a character 
in successive formulations of the burial account makes it difficult to determine 
much about him; on the other hand, Acts 13:29 is strikingly at odds with the 
picture we get in the Gospels: “Now when they had completed everything that 
had been written about him, they took him down from the tree and put him into 
a tomb.”25

Byron McCane argues that “based on what we know of Roman practice and 
Jewish custom, one or more members of the Sanhedrin obtained the body of 
Jesus from Pilate and arranged for a dishonorable interment.”26 The fact that the 
Gospel narratives refrain from indicating that he was buried in a family tomb 
and publicly mourned might reflect an old reminiscence that Jesus was given a 
shameful burial, in keeping with his execution as a criminal. McCane also points 
out that a new tomb (as described in Matt. 27:60; Luke 23:53; John 19:41) “would 
be the only culturally acceptable alternative to a criminals’ burial place, for it 
would be the only other way to preserve the boundary of shame that separated 
Jesus from his people.”27 Yet even this might be a development of the tradition. 
The expediency of a tomb near to the crucifixion site (John 19:41-42) makes 
good narrative sense, but it would be difficult to show that this has a traditional 
basis. Although in the ancient cultures of the Mediterranean it would be typical 
to depict women attending a tomb, the placement of female disciples both at the 
crucifixion and at the grave site seems also to have been part of the pre-Markan 
passion narrative.

2. Jesus’ tomb was discovered empty by the women. Some scholars also pro-
pose that Mark 16:1-8, which is the earliest version of the empty tomb story, has 
no basis in pre-Markan tradition and was composed by Mark’s author, either 
as a narrative depiction of the aftereffects of the resurrection (that is, if he was 
raised from the dead, his tomb must have been empty) or as a response to circles 
that emphasized appearances as the validation of authority figures as in Paul’s 
reports (1 Cor. 15:5-8).28 To anticipate somewhat the argument of chapter 3 
below, there are good grounds for suggesting that the empty tomb story, as a dis-
appearance story, did not originate as a conclusion drawn from the resurrection 
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proclamation, because “resurrection” was not a self-evident (religious) inter-
pretation an ancient person would give to an empty tomb or a missing body. 
Besides, the story is always treated ambivalently—by the canonical authors as 
well as by later Christian writers—and it was rarely used as an apologetic device 
to prove resurrection of the flesh, even in early Christian settings in which such 
issues were in dispute.29 Several of the adjustments to the story made by the post-
Markan authors are best understood as apologetic additions to the story, made 
in order to solve some of the problems the story presented. In addition, there is 
strong evidence to suggest that the author of Mark was editing a story he had 
received from the tradition, a story in which female disciples discover the tomb 
empty, encounter a mysterious figure (possibly) who speaks to them about Jesus, 
and flee in fear.30

3. Jesus appeared to (was seen by) some of his followers after his death. That 
there was a traditional basis for the appearance reports given by Paul (1 Cor. 
15:5-8) is not in doubt. The phrasing is formulaic and stereotypical, and Paul 
introduces these reports as traditional material: “I handed over to you among 
the things of primary importance [the tradition] which I had also received, that 
Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that he was buried, 
and that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that 
he appeared to Cephas and then to the Twelve . . .” (1 Cor. 15:3-5). Paul him-
self makes the claim that the risen Christ appeared to him (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8). 
From Paul’s list it appears that such claims evidently were fairly widespread. As 
will be seen below (chap. 2), the language Paul (and the traditional formula he 
is citing) uses for “he appeared” suggests the visionary nature of these experi-
ences. In some circles—and again Paul himself is the clearest example because 
he speaks for himself—the interpretation given to these experiences was 
that they were moments of revelation and commissioning for proclamation  
(1 Cor. 15:8-11; Gal. 1:15-16).31

4. Diverging accounts include both prominent male and female figures. Paul’s 
list does not include any women, but both Matthew and John (Matt. 28:9-10; 
John 20:14-18) narrate appearances of the risen Jesus to a woman (or women) at 
the tomb; Mary Magdalene is the only person mentioned in John 20:14-18, and 
she figures prominently in Matthew (see Matt. 27:61; 28:1). Although both these 
stories show evidence of authorial composition (as will be discussed below), there 
are also indications that an older tradition lies behind the stories in the Gospels. 
One of the clues lies in how the author of Matthew narrates the Christophany 
at the tomb: because Jesus simply repeats what the angel says, this appearance 
report has no real narrative content except that the risen Jesus appeared to the 
women as they were leaving the tomb (Matt. 28:9-10). This suggests that Matthew 
had knowledge of a tradition about an appearance to women including Mary, but 
knew (and so could narrate) little more.32 Many scholars think John had more by 
way of traditional material to work with.33 In addition, Mary’s first-person report 
in John 20:18 is remarkably similar to what Paul says about his own experience 
of the risen Christ in 1 Corinthians 9:1. All this, together with the prominence 
of Mary as a visionary in second-century apocryphal writings,34 suggests that the 
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accounts in Matthew and John were not simply invented. This raises questions 
as to whether Paul may have suppressed appearance reports involving women, 
or whether he is citing a tradition that was in competition with such reports. It 
also raises questions about Mark. Mark 16:7 seems aware of a tradition that Peter 
had experienced a resurrection encounter, but this is not narrated in Mark; had 
Mark known of a tradition of an appearance to Mary and others at the tomb, he 
probably would have suppressed that as well in order to emphasize the absence 
of Jesus (on this, see chap. 5 below). On the other hand, it may be that the place-
ment of the appearance to Mary and others at the tomb is a redactional creation 
of Matthew.

I leave it to my readers, and to other scholars, to draw their own conclu-
sions as to how these traditions originated or what their historical value may be 
for reconstructing what “happened” after the end of Jesus’ life. These traditions, 
however, are extremely important to other (answerable!) historical questions 
about the origins of Christianity. For the purposes of this study, it is sufficient to 
claim these four elements as the basis of what, as the result of a variety of liter-
ary, historical, and theological processes, would become the Easter story. In the 
end, however, our main concern will be not these core traditions but the finished 
forms of the story in its various literary expressions, for which of course the indi-
vidual authors ultimately were responsible. In tracing the development and rela-
tionship of these two traditions, as far as possible from their emergence to their 
use and reuse in various narrative depictions and theological arguments in the 
second century and beyond, we will get a glimpse not only of their importance 
to the resurrection narratives, but also of their influence on Christian theological 
reflection on the vindication of Jesus, his corporate or even universal significance 
(whether as the Son of Man or as the New Adam), and his role in God’s plan for 
the future of humankind.
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1. When the Dead and/or Gone 
Appear to the Living

Have I not seen our Lord Jesus?

—1 Corinthians 9:1 

And when they saw him they worshipped him, although some 
doubted. And Jesus drew near to them and said, “All author-
ity, in heaven and on earth, has been given to me.” 

—Matthew 28:17-18

Thus, then, a certain man of the patricians, nobly born and 
of the most esteemed character . . . Julius Proculus by name, 
went into the agora . . . and bound himself by oath and said 
before all that Romulus appeared to him while walking on 
the road . . . great and beautiful to be seen, as never before, 
adorned in bright, flaming armor; and he was overwhelmed 
by the vision. . . . And Romulus said, “It seemed fitting to 
the gods, O Proculus, for us to be with humankind in this 
way only for a time, and now after having founded a city 
destined for the greatest rule and glory, to dwell in heaven 
again. But farewell . . . and I will be to you the benevolent 
deity Kyrinos.”

—Plutarch, Romulus 28.1-2

Our study of how the two traditions of disappearance/absence and appearance/
presence came to be so fully integrated in early Christian tradition and literature 
begins with what Paul says about his experience of the risen Jesus: “God was 
pleased . . . to reveal his son in [or to] me” (Gal. 1:15-16); “Have I not seen Jesus 
our Lord?” (1 Cor. 9:1); “He appeared to Cephas . . . and last of all . . . he also 
appeared to me” (1 Cor. 15:5, 8). In this last citation just given, Paul is quoting 
a traditional formula that outlines the basic proclamation, or kerygma, taken up 
by some forms of the Jesus movement.1 This formula will be examined in detail 



14     Revisiting the Empty Tomb

in the following chapter, but for now we simply note that Paul includes himself 
among those to whom the risen Jesus appeared, and that he does not see any dis-
tinction between his own experience and those of others (such as Cephas/Peter 
and James). Paul says that he saw the risen Jesus, although it is not entirely clear 
what he meant by that. Importantly, neither Paul nor the traditional kerygmatic 
formula he cites in 1 Corinthians 15:3b-7 refers to the empty tomb, that is, the 
“disappearance” tradition (as I will be calling it). His interest is entirely in the 
“appearance” tradition. Some scholars take this as an indication that the empty 
tomb tradition had not yet originated,2 but this is to conclude too much from 
Paul’s silence. At the very least, the writings of Paul provide evidence of a reli-
gious context in which the empty tomb tradition was not found to be useful. As 
we will see in the next chapter, while one might think that the empty tomb story 
would have been a useful ingredient in Paul’s argument for the resurrection of 
the dead (1 Cor. 15:12-58), the difficulty the Corinthians had with resurrection 
may have been precisely the kind of view of embodied immortality that disap-
pearance stories normally would imply. For the present, however, our concern 
is what “he appeared” could have meant to Paul and to the other followers of 
Jesus who used this kind of language, as well as to the members of Paul’s group 
in Corinth.

Here we do well to distance ourselves as readers of Paul from our knowledge 
of the Easter narratives in the canonical Gospels. There Jesus “appears” because 
he is not in the tomb and is alive again outside of it. This naturally implies that 
there is a one-to-one correspondence, a direct continuity, between the body 
that was buried and the embodied form that appears, despite the obvious dis-
tinctions the narratives make between the body of the risen Jesus and human 
bodies as normally experienced. On the one hand, the risen Jesus does things 
that human beings normally do with their bodies: he can occupy space physi-
cally, walk, talk, eat, and touch and be touched. But he also suddenly appears 
or disappears, goes about unrecognized, and raises questions and doubts in 
those who see him.3 In contrast with the Gospels, what Paul has to say about the 
resurrection appearances does not really clarify what the risen Jesus was like, 
although Paul would affirm that his experience was of a risen Jesus who was 
“bodily,” at least in some sense. Therefore, we cannot simply assume that Paul 
has in mind the same kind of physical correspondence or continuity the Gospel 
narratives describe, although he would say that the risen Jesus in his spiritual 
body corresponded in some respects to the premortem Jesus in his natural body  
(1 Cor. 15:42-49). Nor can we assume that the unusual embodiedness of the risen 
Jesus in the Gospels is essentially a narrative expression of what Paul meant when 
he wrote about the resurrection body as “spiritual” (Gk., pneumatikos) in 1 Cor-
inthians 15. In fact, Luke has the risen Jesus explicitly deny that he is a “spirit” 
(Luke 24:39). What Paul meant by “spiritual body” will be investigated in the 
following chapter; for now, we look at Paul’s language about the “appearances” of 
Jesus to see what it could be taken to mean.

While Galatians 1:16 suggests a personal, even internal, revelatory experi-
ence, in 1 Corinthians 9:1 Paul says simply, “Have I not seen (ouchi . . . heoraka) 
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our Lord Jesus?” and in 1 Corinthians 15:8 he says that “last of all, he appeared 
(ōphthē) also to me.” We should not be misled by our English translations here. 
The connotations of “I have seen him” and “he appeared” are potentially some-
what different: the former stresses Paul as the percipient, and the latter, Christ as 
the active party; the former could connote “normal” seeing, and the latter could 
connote “visionary” seeing. However, Paul uses different forms of the same verb, 
horaō, in 1 Corinthians 9:1 as in 1 Corinthians 15:8: in the former, he uses the 
perfect active, “I have seen,” and in the latter, the aorist passive, “he was seen 
[by],” or, as it is commonly translated, “he appeared [to].” This is also the same 
verb the appearance tradition (1 Cor. 15:5 et al.; see also Luke 24:34) uses for the 
appearances to Peter and the others. This indicates that Paul thought his experi-
ence was consistent with theirs. This is a different picture than we get from Luke, 
who separates Paul’s experience from the resurrection appearances that occurred 
during the forty days.4 So we must ask what exactly ōphthē (“he appeared,” or 
more literally, “he was seen”) could have signified for the tradition, for Paul, and 
for the Corinthians to whom he was writing.

Outside the biblical writings, passive forms of the verb horaō (such as ōphthē) 
can denote appearances of ordinary people or things, or of supernatural people 
or things, sometimes with the implication in the context that the sight would be 
visible to any observer.5 In the Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of the 
Hebrew Bible, ōphthē denotes the appearance sometimes of ordinary phenomena 
and sometimes of supernatural phenomena.6 It is, with a dative direct object, the 
Septuagint’s usual word for theophanies, that is, appearances of God or the Angel 
of Yahweh (as in Gen. 12:7 LXX: “The Lord appeared to Abram”).7 Although 
the theophanies in which this verb is used are diffuse in type and character—
for instance, Jacob’s dream about the ladder is interpreted as a theophany using 
ōphthē in Genesis 31:13 LXX—the consistent emphasis is on the unique presence 
of the divine and the revelatory effect of the appearance.8 In the New Testament, 
ōphthē is used for the appearance of supernatural figures or phenomena, such as 
angels (Luke 1:11; Acts 7:30, 35) or other figures from the heavenly realm (Moses 
and Elijah in Mark 9:4 and parallels), or the fiery tongues at Pentecost (Acts 2:3), 
or the various omens and portents in the book of Revelation (Rev. 12:1, 3). Most 
frequently this verb is used for appearances of the risen or exalted Jesus, and 
the obvious conclusion is that this usage deliberately imitates the Septuagint’s 
language for theophanies.9 When 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 uses the same language, 
it seems appropriate to infer from the way theophanies are described in the Sep-
tuagint that the risen Jesus was thought of as belonging to that realm from which 
theophanies and angelophanies originate.

Thus the language suggests that the risen Jesus appeared from heaven, 
although we should be careful not to read the earth-bound perspective of the 
Gospel appearance narratives into this language—this is simply not made clear. In 
both the Septuagint and the New Testament, however, ōphthē is used in contexts 
in which it is not specified that what (or who) was seen would have been consid-
ered “really there” or “just a vision.” The texts simply do not seem to be interested 
in that kind of distinction. As Reginald Fuller pointed out, “the emphasis rests 
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on the revelatory initiative” of the one who appears, rather than on questions 
about the nature or “reality” of the experience.10 Ultimately, therefore, the verb 
ōphthē, when used for a theophany or Christophany, is not exclusive to either 
ecstatic seeing or normal vision, but the primary sense is always “seeing.” Inter-
preters have long been aware of how this verb is connected in certain texts with 
commissioning by God (or the risen Jesus). Some who understand the function 
of the verb in 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 as legitimating the authority of certain indi-
viduals tend to think this is the primary sense intended and exclude the normal 
sense of seeing; others who think ōphthē is principally revelatory speak in terms 
of an experience of presence but not in terms of “seeing” in the usual sense.11 
Ulrich Wilckens, however, was correct to insist that in 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 see-
ing and testifying are both necessary to the consequence of legitimation, for the 
verb itself is mainly focused on the fact that something was seen (rather than 
the consequence of the apparition, and much less its nature or “reality”).12 First 
Corinthians 9:1 confirms this: “Have I not seen our Lord Jesus?” For Paul, and 
for whatever pre-Pauline tradition lies beneath 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, the appear-
ances result from God’s action in raising Jesus from the dead.

Apparitions of the Dead and/or Gone in Greco-Roman Literature
Although there were numerous ways to talk about the dead “appearing” (most 
prominently, phainomai and epiphainō), ōphthē was sometimes used in Greek 
literature for dead people (or their souls, shades, or phantoms) when they were 
seen by the living.13 Ghosts are depicted in literary sources in various ways and in 
varying degrees of embodied states.14 Generally, the ancients thought that when 
the ghosts of dead people appeared to the living, it was because their souls were 
not at rest: they had returned, after a fashion, in order to finish business that was 
cut short by untimely or violent death, or to seek vengeance or proper burial, or 
to bring a message from the beyond.15 It was also thought that such ghosts, par-
ticularly the ghosts of persons who died by violence, were susceptible to the con-
trol of necromancers, who would use them as assistants; ancient magical texts, 
such as the Greek magical papyri, and other literary sources describe the vari-
ous rituals and incantations necessary to bring such malevolent and dangerous 
entities under a magician’s control.16 Narrative texts describe the sort of appari-
tions that could result from this kind of activity (normally considered aberrant 
behavior).

Today the phenomenon of postmortem apparitions17 is well documented 
by the social sciences and may provide a limited comparative context for under-
standing the experiences of the early followers of Jesus.18 As Dale Allison explains, 
such apparitions are normally recounted by their percipients in terms very simi-
lar to the Gospel appearance stories: they are auditory and visual experiences, in 
which the recently deceased can seem “real” or “solid” and can appear or disap-
pear suddenly; they are sometimes experienced by more than one person; they 
can provide comfort or occasion doubt or a radical change for the percipient(s).19 
However, Paul, the early tradition he cites, and other early Christians evidently 
considered that the appearances demonstrated, or resulted from, God’s raising 
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of Jesus, and this suggests that they distinguished between seeing a postmortem 
apparition and seeing Jesus.20 For such an apparition, whether in antiquity or 
today, never leads to the conclusion that the dead person is alive again. To cite 
one example: A story is told in the Book of Marvels by Phlegon of Tralles (c. 140 
ce) of a young woman who returns from the dead in order to sleep with a house 
guest (Mirab. 1).21 Despite the physicality of her presence—she is able to walk, 
talk, even have sex—and despite a search of the tomb, which shows that her body 
is missing, neither her parents nor her new lover concludes that she is alive again, 
for she had been dead six months. Clearly Paul and other early followers of Jesus 
thought the resurrection appearances were in an entirely different category of 
apparition. This, as we shall see, has everything to with the interpretive context 
in which Jesus’ followers sought to understand these experiences.

A closer analogy, possibly, can be found elsewhere in the Greco-Roman 
background. Celsus, an opponent of Christianity who wrote during the second 
century, noted the similarity between Jesus’ resurrection appearances and the 
appearances or epiphanies (Gk., epiphaniai) of heroes and other figures (Origen, 
Cels. 2.55).22 In the ancient Greek milieu, heroes were archetypal human beings, 
long dead or legendary, but who were considered to have some sort of ongo-
ing existence and influence, so that the pious would venerate them in order to 
procure their favor or appease their anger.23 Their divine or semidivine status 
could be understood and accounted for in a variety of ways.24 As Walter Burk-
ert explained, a hero was thought of as a “deceased person who exerts from his 
grave a power for good or evil and who demands appropriate honour.”25 Thus 
heroes normally were thought of as having influence only in certain locales, and 
scholars accordingly have conjectured an original connection between the cult of 
the hero and the cult of the dead. Heroes were therefore chthonic (underworld) 
deities and were venerated accordingly.26 Although in earlier times cultic venera-
tion was reserved for heroes of the epic past, in Hellenistic times more recently 
deceased persons were frequently viewed as heroes as well.27 Heroes were some-
times described as appearing for various reasons, but mainly to exert their influ-
ence, positively or otherwise, on the living. These epiphanies normally took place 
in the vicinity of the tomb where the hero’s relics were contained, that is, near the 
cultic site associated with their veneration and within their locale of influence.

In Philostratus’s Heroikos (or On Heroes), an apology for hero worship writ-
ten around 225 ce,28 one of the characters, a vinedresser, describes for his con-
versation partner (a Phoenician) how the Trojan War hero Protesilaos would 
appear to him in a palpable but transformed bodily form (Her. 10.1–11.6) to 
offer advice, to protect his property, even to help with the gardening (2.6-11).29 
Evidently when not appearing to the vinedresser, Protesilaos made his resi-
dence sometimes in Hades, sometimes in Phthia, and sometimes in Troy (Her. 
11.7-8). In the theology of Philostratus, “heroes have a higher status than souls 
of the dead because of a special anabiōsis (lit., ‘a return to life again’), and they 
enjoy direct association or communion (sunousia) with the gods.”30 Exactly 
how this anabiōsis occurred was, evidently, part of the hero’s mysteries— 
that is, information disseminated only to those formally initiated into the cult.31 
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The Phoenician, who at first has doubts about heroes, says at the end: “But now, 
since you have filled us with heroic stories, I would no longer ask how he had 
returned to life, since you say that he treats this tale as sacred and not to be 
spoken” (Her. 58.2). Apart from this “return to life,” at least for Philostratus, 
the ongoing appearances and influence of Protesilaos would be impossible. The 
pious hero worshipper could also experience communion with the hero, as the 
vinedresser did with Protesilaos, though the kind of ongoing direct and indi-
vidual contact that Philostratus has in mind was not typical in other hero cults. 
Ordinarily, communion with heroes took place within the context of their cul-
tic veneration, that is, in the attendance at sacred sites, sacrificial rituals, and 
festal meals in their honor. Thus the veneration of the hero, and the hero’s influ-
ence, was normally limited to the vicinity of their cultic sites.

The Corinthian congregation would also have been familiar with the appear-
ances of another figure, Asklepios, who in varying accounts and legends was 
described “as a human being with therapeutic skills, as a hero, and as a god.”32 
Supplicants would seek healing in temples devoted to Asklepios, called Asklepieia, 
which could be found in many of the major urban centers of the Roman Empire. 
There was an Asklepieion on the outskirts of Corinth during Paul’s time.33 Com-
monly, the ill or afflicted person would fall asleep in the Asklepieion; this practice, 
known as incubation (or enkoimēsis in Greek), was intended to bring about an 
appearance of Asklepios in a dream, in which the god would prescribe the cure. 
A stele found at the Asklepieion in Epidauros, which was held to be Asklepios’s 
place of origin, recounts forty-three healings and the ways that the god conveyed 
the method of healing to the dreaming supplicant.34

It is difficult to say whether Paul’s original readers in Corinth, hearing or 
reading about the appearances of the risen Jesus, would have thought them any 
different from appearances of Asklepios, or indeed of heroes or similar figures. 
As we have seen, the term ōphthē, as used by Paul and by the tradition he cites 
in 1 Corinthians 15, does not specify how the appearances were experienced/
perceived, whether in a dream or visionary state, or in normal perception. If the 
Corinthians were familiar with the various angelophanies and theophanies in 
the Septuagint, they may have understood the Hellenistic Jewish religious con-
notations of the verb, including the fact that such language sometimes described 
theophanies that occurred in dreams (Gen. 31:13; 35:1 LXX).35 One difference 
is that apparitions of Asklepios and other heroes were experienced at a cultic 
site and in a cultic setting, and supplicants would prepare for and invite such 
apparitions. There is no indication from 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 of a cultic setting 
or preparations for the resurrection appearances.36

The similarities between Jesus and various heroes and other figures ven-
erated in Greco-Roman cult practices—exaltation after suffering (Gk., pathos), 
renewed life despite death, apparitions to the pious, ongoing communion with 
the living through veneration and festal meals—have caused some scholars of 
Christian origins to think that early Christologies were at some primitive stage 
patterned after the heroic model.37 David Aune has attributed these similarities 
to “the more general tendency of [ancient] traditions about great personalities 
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to conform to the morphology of Greco-Roman heroes through the folkloristic 
process of the communal re-creation of tradition.”38 In other words, this was how 
such stories were told, and we must allow for the possibility of literary influence 
on the Gospels from the wider culture, an influence that would partly explain 
their narrative focus on the mighty deeds and resolute suffering of Jesus.

Yet there are also significant differences, which Hans Dieter Betz under-
stands as evidence that “the gospel writers are opposed to a heroic kind of Chris-
tology.”39 First, the resurrection appearances were understood as chronologically 
limited, at least in some circles; this was not the case with appearances of heroes.40 
Second, the influence of the risen Christ was not thought of as limited to a par-
ticular locale: thus, Christ was considered not “a chthonic hero whose presence 
was bound up with the grave” but “ruler of the cosmos.”41 His appearances are 
narrated in the Gospels as occurring in the Jerusalem area and in the Galilee, 
although Paul nowhere says where he saw the risen Jesus.42 Third, the worship of 
Christ was not connected with his tomb or his relics, as often hero worship was.43 
These critical differences aside, however, the similarities between apparitions of 
heroes and the appearances of the risen Jesus that Paul mentions in 1 Corinthi-
ans 15 probably would have been obvious to the letter’s original recipients.

As Dieter Zeller suggests, probably the closest analogy to the early Chris-
tian narratives and traditions about the resurrection appearances of the risen 
Jesus may be found in the classical and Hellenistic Greek stories about human 
beings who were taken directly into the divine realm and divinized.44 Some fig-
ures venerated as heroes were thought to have received this honor.45 In some 
cases, legends told about the mysterious ways that the earthly lives of these 
figures concluded: Herakles, Romulus, and Aristeas, according to a variety of 
sources, all disappeared—that is, they were taken away by divine agency—and 
thus were thought of as having been accepted into the divine realm and elevated 
to a higher plane of existence. The technical term for this is “assumption,” and the 
aftereffect for human beings is called “apotheosis” or deification. Similar stories 
are also found in the Jewish literary tradition. Because such stories describe the 
disappearance of the person taken away by divine agency, there are some obvi-
ous similarities with the stories about the disappearance of Jesus’ body from the 
tomb (or rather, about the discovery of that disappearance).46 Our focus here, 
however, is on the idea that sometimes persons taken away into the divine realm 
would reappear on earth again.

Epiphanies of such figures are narrated sometimes as occurring shortly after 
their acceptance into the divine realm, or sometimes even centuries thereafter, 
whether to confirm their apotheosis or to stipulate how they should be vener-
ated.47 In one such story, Apollonius of Tyana, a philosopher and wonder-worker, 
appears to a would-be follower who doubted his teachings on the immortality of 
the soul (Philostratus, Vit. Apoll. 8.31). In this appearance, which occurs some-
time after Apollonius’s purported disappearance (8.29-30), the wise man is not 
visible to all present, but the one who sees him reports his majestic declama-
tion on the human soul. “ ‘Do you not see Apollonius the wise?’ he said. ‘For 
he is present with us, listening to the discussion, and holding forth wondrously 
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concerning the soul!’ ‘But where is he?’ the others said. ‘He is not visible to us 
anywhere, though we would wish this more than the wealth of all humankind’ ” 
(Philostratus, Vit. Apoll. 8.31). This private epiphany confirms for the incredu-
lous disciple not only Apollonius’s apotheosis, but also his ongoing presence and 
the validity of his teachings (cf. Matt. 28:16-20; Luke 24:36-49). The reappear-
ance of Romulus is perhaps a better-known example.48 According to the stories, 
Romulus disappeared mysteriously, with various heavenly portents reported in 
different versions of the story; a search for his remains was unsuccessful (Plu-
tarch, Rom. 27–28).49 However, shortly thereafter, it was told, he appeared to a 
prominent citizen of inscrutable character. As Plutarch tells the story, the nobil-
ity were urging the common folk “to honor and revere Romulus, since having 
been caught up to the gods he had become for them a benevolent god instead of 
a good king” (Rom. 27.7). While some remained in doubt, there came forward a 
certain Julius Proculus, a member of the nobility, who swore an oath that while 
he was traveling along the road, Romulus appeared to him, confirming that he 
had returned to the gods and was deserving of honor as such. Plutarch attributes 
the Romans’ acceptance of Proculus’s testimony, and their subsequent veneration 
of Romulus as a god, to a divine influence (Gk., enthousiasmos, Rom. 28.3).

Interestingly, in this context Plutarch uses exactly the same verb “to be seen” 
or “to appear” (Gk., ophthēnai) as found in the biblical writings and in Paul’s res-
urrection tradition. As already shown, this verb need not connote an appearance 
from the divine realm, for it is also used of ghosts appearing from the realm of 
the dead. However, the similarity between Romulus and the risen Jesus is clear: 
the thinking is such apparitions are considered to be the appearances from the 
divine realm of dead and/or gone human beings who have already been deified 
(or, in the language used by the New Testament for Jesus, exalted).50 This is very 
different from the apparition of a ghost: in the view of Zeller, the verb ōphthē in 
1 Corinthians 15:5-8 and elsewhere connotes “a becoming-visible of Jesus that 
shows that the crucified one is alive, but because he appears as one from beyond 
this world, no longer lives on this earth.”51 Therefore an appearance in this cat-
egory would have been viewed as something quite different from the apparitions 
of the souls or shades (or ghosts) of those who have died.52 It is also interesting 
that when the exalted Romulus appears to Julius Proculus, he commissions him 
to tell the Romans that their city is destined for the pinnacle of human power, and 
that Romulus will henceforth be their beneficent deity (Gk., daimōn) Quirinius. 
The connection between epiphany and commissioning is the same as that found 
in Paul’s letters and in the conclusions of the canonical Gospels.

Apparitions of the Dead and/or Gone in Early Jewish and Christian 
Literature
In early Jewish and Christian literature, stories about epiphanies are relatively 
common, although typically it is an angel who appears to a human observer, and 
it is clear throughout the biblical and extrabiblical writings that angels are not 
exalted human beings but intermediaries between humankind and a transcen-
dent God.53 Stories about encounters with angels are told not only in novelistic 
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or biographical works such as Tobit and the canonical Gospels, but also in apoca-
lyptic writings, such as Daniel, Revelation, and 1 Enoch. In the apocalyptic tra-
dition, with which Paul was intimately familiar, specially qualified seers would 
sometimes be allowed a glimpse into the normally unseen transcendent realm 
of God and his agents, and would see not only exalted heavenly beings (God, 
angels, other figures), but also the departed righteous. These sightings normally 
are described as occurring in ecstatic visionary experiences in which, for instance, 
John of Patmos or Paul or the characters in pseudepigraphical literature are pres-
ent in the heavens (or under the earth), one way or another, to receive special 
revelation (Gk., apokalypsis). As Paul himself said, “Whether this happened in 
the body or outside the body, I do not know, but God knows” (2 Cor. 12:2). In 
Daniel 7, for instance, the seer has a dream vision (Dan. 7:1) of “one like a human 
being” receiving dominion from an enthroned figure called “Ancient of Days” 
(Dan. 7:13-14). Similar visions of exalted heavenly figures occur throughout Jew-
ish and early Christian apocalyptic literature, although it is rarely clear that actual 
visionary experiences like the one Paul describes in 2 Corinthians 12 lie behind 
the literary texts (since the literary expressions tend to be so formulaic).54

In some texts, the figure seen by the visionary was an exalted human being. 
First Enoch 71 describes how Enoch, after several visions of the heavenly realm, 
and after his final journey to heaven (see Gen. 5:21-24; Heb. 11:5; Sir. 44:16), 
comes before the Ancient of Days and learns that he himself is “that Son of Man” 
whom he had been seeing in his visions (71:9-17). In the Wisdom of Solomon, 
an individual known only as “the righteous one” stands exalted before his erst-
while oppressors, those who engineered his wrongful death, in a judgment scene 
(Wisd. 5:1-2). While the Wisdom of Solomon is not an apocalyptic writing, lack-
ing the apocalyptic literary device of the (pseudonymous) seer, here it uses stock 
imagery from apocalyptic texts—a vision of an exalted figure—to describe God’s 
vindication of the paradigmatic suffering righteous one.55 A third example is 
found in the vision of “one like a Son of Man” in Revelation 1:9-20, a vision that 
James Robinson calls the second of the only two first-person accounts of resur-
rection appearances in the New Testament.56 The author of Revelation combines 
the descriptions of  “the Ancient of Days” and “one like a human being” from 
the vision in Daniel 7 to depict the seer’s apocalyptic experience of the risen and 
exalted Jesus. In all of these instances, the exalted figure functions representa-
tively, being almost a supernatural personification of the community of the elect, 
symbolizing (or better, embodying) the community’s future but presently hidden 
vindication.57

Our interest is in the fact that Paul, just as the seer in the book of Rev-
elation (John of Patmos), may not have distinguished between a “resurrec-
tion appearance” and an “apocalyptic vision of the exalted Christ” in the way 
that eventually became customary in Christian tradition. This distinction 
is based at least in part in the different genres in which such appearances are 
narrated (recall that Paul himself only reports his experience; he does not 
narrate it). But it is also due to the chronological framework presented in 
Luke-Acts, whose author carefully differentiated between the appearances 
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of the risen Jesus to his apostolic witnesses in the forty days between Eas-
ter and the Ascension, and the experiences of Paul and others of the post- 
ascension exalted Christ (e.g., Acts 7:55-56; 9:3-9). For modern/postmodern 
readers, however, this distinction becomes one between “real” and “visionary” 
experiences, although neither Paul nor Luke would have drawn such a line. Even 
for Luke, Paul’s Damascus Road experience was no less “real” than the experi-
ences of the Eleven, although Luke puts it in a different narrative category. In 2 
Corinthians 12:1-4, Paul speaks of a person (probably himself) who was taken 
up to the third heaven, but he does not disclose what was seen there. In fact, he 
only says that what was heard cannot be disclosed. He classifies this incident 
as an instance of “visions and revelations [Gk., optasiai kai apokalypseis] of the 
Lord” (2 Cor. 12:1). It would be difficult to maintain that Paul (or others) would 
not have counted his formative experience of seeing the risen Lord as one of 
these apocalyptic revelations.

Not many stories in early Jewish and Christian literature describe appear-
ances of the dead and/or gone in an earthly setting, however; but the story of 
Jesus’ transfiguration (Mark 9:2-8 and parallels) is one example. In this story, 
Jesus is glorified or metamorphosized, and he has a bright, shining appearance, 
just as angels and denizens of the heavenly realm are often described as having 
in early Jewish literature. Elijah and Moses appear (Gk., ophthēsan) with him, 
and the three converse together as Peter, James, and John look on. Nothing in 
any of the three versions of this story suggests that these were apparitions from 
the realm of the dead, the ghosts of Moses and Elijah; rather, Moses and Elijah 
appear as exalted heavenly beings.58 This is possible because, as Adela Yarbro Col-
lins explains, “in the cultural context of Mark, [Elijah and Moses were] believed 
to have been taken up to heaven and made immortal.”59 In other words, Elijah 
and Moses appear with Jesus just as figures like Romulus—deified (or exalted, as 
one might say about such figures in the Jewish tradition) through their reception 
into the heavenly realm—would sometimes appear afterward to human observ-
ers. Collins says this foreshadows for Mark’s reader the transformation of Jesus’ 
body and its translation into heaven in Mark 16:1-8, an idea to which we will 
return in a later chapter.

The Appearances of (the Risen) Jesus and the Origins of Belief in Jesus’ 
Resurrection
Compared with the appearance stories in the Gospels, which demonstrate a 
tendency to materialize/concretize the body in which the risen Jesus appears, 
and with Paul himself, who defines resurrection bodies as “spiritual,” the tradi-
tion that Paul cites in 1 Corinthians 15:3b-7 is strikingly vague.60 The connota-
tions of ōphthē as it occurs in the Septuagint probably influenced the original 
tradition and probably were recalled by Paul and others as they heard and used 
this tradition. In other words, “Christ appeared” in a way analogous to the Old 
Testament accounts of appearances of angels or of God from the divine realm 
to a particular human person. Possibly Paul also may have considered all the 
appearances apocalyptically, as revelatory visionary encounters within the divine 
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realm, although there is room for debate on that point. This is partly because the 
apocalyptic genre, because of its narrative emphasis on the transcendence of the 
divine realm, can tend to locate and to depict its revelatory encounters there (see 
Daniel 7; Rev. 4:1).61 Would the Corinthians, being Gentiles, and perhaps having 
a limited or indirect knowledge of the scriptures and traditions of Judaism, have 
picked up on either of these interpretive possibilities when they heard the resur-
rection kerygma in Paul’s preaching and read it in his letter? Although Paul is not 
at his most exegetical with the Corinthians, in places in his correspondence with 
them, he seems fairly comfortable citing Scripture for them (see 1 Cor. 3:19-20; 
15:45; et al.) and using complex scriptural argumentation to make a point (see 
1 Cor. 10:1-11). Thus it is not impossible that they were familiar with the use of 
ōphthē in the Septuagint. His later letter also clarifies that he was a recipient of 
apocalyptic visions (2 Cor. 12:1-4).

On the other hand, within their home environment, the Corinthians would 
also have been abundantly familiar with stories about apparitions of various types 
of figures, whether from the realm of the dead or from the divine realm. In the 
context of 1 Corinthians 15, the logic would exclude the possibility that Jesus had 
appeared to Cephas and to Paul and the others from the realm of the dead, for 
the proclamation they accepted ran as follows: he died, was buried, was raised, 
and then appeared. Yet Paul’s focus on the redemptive death of Jesus and his sub-
sequent resurrection and appearances probably would have evoked for the Cor-
inthians associations with various hero cults with which they would have been 
familiar. Thus, while other interpretive options evidently would have been ready 
at hand, those who saw Jesus after his death concluded that the appearances were 
the result of God raising him, and that the raising of Jesus meant not only his 
personal return to life, vindication, and exaltation, but also that the eschatologi-
cal resurrection of the dead had begun.62 The similarities to other appearances in 
the wider Greco-Roman religious world are clear: the appearances of Jesus, like 
the appearances of heroes like Protesilaos, signify, as Zeller puts it, that he “no 
longer lives on this earth” because he appeared “as one from beyond this world.”63 
Yet for Paul, Jesus’ return to life had a universal/cosmic significance, which he 
explains in 1 Corinthians 15:24-28: “All things have been made subject under his 
feet” (v. 27, citing Ps. 8:6 LXX).64 So as to their cause (God raised Jesus from the 
dead) and to their implication (God will make all things subject to him at the end 
of the age, which is now inevitable owing to Jesus’ resurrection), the postmortem 
appearances of Jesus were, according to the individuals involved, worlds apart 
from the appearances of other figures. But why did they think this?

This, in fact, is a huge question and one that is not easily answered through 
“historical” arithmetic, as follows: 

 Jesus’ body was missing from the tomb
+  Jesus appeared to some of his followers after his execution

 God raised Jesus from the dead



There are a couple of problems with this line of thinking. First, neither the two 
data listed above nor the conclusion below is directly accessible to us as his-
tory.65 Only the claims themselves are open to historical analysis, but only as 
claims. This means that one could argue that the two claims (1) that Jesus’ tomb 
was found empty and (2) that he was seen after his death by his followers are 
simply variant implications of the single claim that God had raised Jesus from 
the dead. Then, however, we no longer have an argument about the origins of 
belief in Jesus’ postmortem divine vindication, but one about the development 
of linguistic expressions of that belief. Even here the task is complicated by the 
fact that both the appearances and the empty tomb, as will be explained more 
fully in the following chapters, can lead to other conclusions or be explained by 
other ways of thinking about Jesus’ ongoing postmortem significance. In other 
words, we must be careful not to take the end point of the early Christian narra-
tive tradition (Jesus was present with the disciples because he was no longer in 
the tomb, or vice versa) as definitive for that narrative tradition’s development. 
This is so because, as suggested earlier, the literary evidence shows that these two 
traditions—one about the appearances of Jesus and another about the discovery 
of the empty tomb—did not always go hand in hand.

If we must ask about the origins of Christian belief in the divine postmortem 
vindication of Jesus, whether in the mode of “God raised him and he appeared” 
or in the mode of “God took him away and he was exalted,” we are at something 
of an impasse. On the one hand, if we focus only on the language they used, 
especially when we consider other applications of similar language in Second 
Temple Judaism or in the Greco-Roman world, we could conclude that Jesus’ 
followers were simply experimenting with different ways of saying that God 
declared Jesus right (or Messiah, or God’s Son, etc.) despite the way he died.66 
But this is to overlook the formative role that experience played in arriving at 
this conclusion, as well as the fact that when Paul, Luke, and others said, “Jesus 
has been raised from the dead,” they thought they were talking about something 
that really happened to Jesus, and when they said, for instance, “He appeared to 
Cephas” or “to me,” they were talking about something they thought really hap-
pened to them. This is still true even though they might have disagreed about 
what it all meant. On the other hand, focusing on the experiences of Jesus’ fol-
lowers (i.e., they saw him after his death, or found an empty tomb) can lead 
us to overlook the interpretive matrix in which belief in Jesus’ continuing life 
and presence originated.67 Interpreting the appearances of Jesus after his death as  
resurrection appearances requires, as Henk de Jonge argues, acceptance “that 
Christ is a living reality,” just as “the assumption of the reality of God . . . under-
lies the theophanies of the Old Testament.”68 This involves a basic conviction that 
God would vindicate, either by resurrection or by exaltation, those who die faith-
ful to his cause, and that God had done so for Jesus. Allison points out that this 
conviction must be interpreted in relation to the way that the teaching of Jesus 
shaped his followers’ religious worldview, in particular, their “eschatological 
expectations.”69 Apart from this interpretive matrix, the experiences would have 
led to other interpretations (such as, they saw his ghost, or somebody moved the 
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body), as indeed they apparently did among outsiders. In my opinion, neither 
the interpretive matrix (or matrices) nor the experience(s) of Jesus’ followers can 
sufficiently explain the origin of these beliefs; both are absolutely necessary in 
order to make sense of the evidence.

The focus of this book, however, is not primarily the origins of the “appear-
ance” and “disappearance” traditions, but how the mutual influence of these tra-
ditions shaped the way the empty tomb stories were told and interpreted. The 
literary evidence suggests that these traditions originally had separate trajecto-
ries of development until they were combined into the one “Easter story,” for 
neither the appearance tradition in its formulaic versions (1 Cor. 15:3b-7; Luke 
24:34) nor the disappearance tradition in its earliest forms (Q 13:34-35, and the 
tradition behind Mark 16:1-8) refers to the other. It is true that both traditions, 
for the early Christians who took Jesus’ resurrection as a central component of 
their proclamation, faith, and future hope, pointed to the conviction that “God 
raised Jesus from the dead.” On the other hand, as we have seen, appearances of 
the dead and/or gone were open to a number of possible interpretations; a miss-
ing body can similarly lead to a variety of different conclusions. The early Chris-
tians themselves eventually took the appearances and the empty tomb together 
as resulting from the single cause of Jesus’ resurrection, and this is a conviction 
that is mainly expressed in narrative form. But in order to understand the nar-
rative products, we must first understand the traditions that shaped them. So, to 
begin, we turn to Paul and the pre-Pauline tradition in 1 Corinthians 15.
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2. Paul: “Last of All,
He Appeared Also to Me”

For I handed down to you, among the things of primary impor-
tance, what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that 
he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 
and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the Twelve; next he 
appeared to upwards of five hundred believers at once, most 
of whom remain to this day, though some have fallen asleep; 
next he appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of 
all, he appeared also to me, as to someone untimely born. 

—1 Corinthians 15:3-8

Even though neither the pre-Pauline tradition that is preserved in 1 Corinthi-
ans 15:3b-5, 7 nor Paul himself (anywhere in his surviving letters) mentions the 
empty tomb, our investigation of the empty tomb stories begins with Paul. This 
is for two reasons. First, the tradition he refers to is the earliest source that offers 
any substantial information about belief in Jesus’ resurrection, and so it demands 
our attention. Elsewhere in Paul’s letters, and elsewhere in the early Christian 
writings, pieces of preexisting traditions referring to the resurrection can often 
be found embedded and redeployed in new literary contexts. These traditions 
may have originated in settings of communal worship in which believers con-
fessed or proclaimed their faith. Some of these traditional pieces only assert that 
“God raised Jesus from the dead” (1 Thess. 1:10 et al.).1 Others that have more to 
say are of interest not for information they offer about the resurrection of Jesus 
itself (because they offer none at all), but for the theological meaning they ascribe 
to it. Romans 1:3-4, for instance, offers very little information about Jesus’ resur-
rection, or about the origins of belief in it. It says neither that he appeared to his 
followers nor that he left behind an empty tomb, but it does claim that on the 
basis of “the resurrection of the dead” he was “confirmed” or “designated” as 
“Son of God” (Rom. 1:4). In 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, on the other hand, Paul cites 
a very primitive kerygmatic tradition that offers a considerable amount of detail, 
at least about those to whom the risen Christ appeared.
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Second, we begin with this piece of tradition because it makes no reference 
to the empty tomb, despite the fact that it clearly states that Christ died, was bur-
ied, rose on the third day, and appeared to Cephas (Peter, that is)2 and others. As 
already noted, Paul himself makes no reference to the empty tomb anywhere in 
his letters, so here in 1 Corinthians 15 we have to do with resurrection conceived 
of in terms of appearances of the risen Jesus, but not explicitly or necessarily as 
involving a disappearance of Jesus’ body from the tomb. Thus Paul marks the 
beginning of (or at least the earliest accessible point on) the trajectory of the 
“appearance” tradition, and it is this tradition that becomes a major controlling 
influence in later narratives about the empty tomb.

It is a bit of a puzzle why Paul does not use empty tomb language or refer to 
an empty tomb tradition. One approach commonly taken by scholars is to argue 
that Paul (or the tradition cited by him) assumes, or takes for granted, that the 
tomb was empty, or that an empty tomb is implied in the connection the tradi-
tion makes between burial and resurrection. N. T. Wright, for instance, thinks 
that Paul’s silence “is not significant: the mention here of ‘buried, then raised’ 
no more needs to be amplified [with a reference to the empty tomb] than one 
would need to amplify the statement ‘I walked down the street’ with the quali-
fication ‘on my feet.’ ”3 Wright’s opinion is based on his view that “resurrection” 
was only ever understood in the ancient world in terms of revivification of the 
physical body.4 This is, however, a hotly debated point, and a different appraisal 
of the textual evidence for ancient views of resurrection will lead to an opposing 
approach to the problem of Paul and the empty tomb. Besides, since members of 
his Corinthian congregation—a congregation made up largely of Gentile believ-
ers, it would seem—doubted that there could be a “resurrection of the dead,” 
would not an empty tomb tradition have helped Paul as he constructed his argu-
ment? We will return to this question below.

Other scholars insist, particularly on the basis of 1 Corinthians 15:35-57, 
that Paul simply did not think in terms of a “physical” resurrection, and so would 
have had little use for a tradition or story about an empty tomb. Paul understood 
the individual resurrection of Jesus as the beginning of the eschatological resur-
rection of the dead, and he took for granted that “resurrection” is an embodied 
kind of postmortem existence. Thus he answers questions he thinks will arise, 
or perhaps have arisen, about what a resurrection body is like (1 Cor. 15:35). 
However, in 1 Corinthians 15:42-49 Paul also talks about this “body” as “spiri-
tual” (Gk., pneumatikos) and not “physical” or “natural” (psychikos, which liter-
ally means “ensouled” or “soulish”), arguing that “flesh and blood cannot inherit 
the kingdom of God, and what is corruptible does not inherit incorruptibility” 
(1 Cor. 15:50). Paul did seem to think of both the resurrection of Jesus and the 
future resurrection of the dead as being “bodily” but not “physical,” an idea we 
will need to explore in detail in this chapter. Some scholars conclude from this 
that Paul would not have been interested in a story or tradition about an empty 
tomb had he known of one, and that he would not have needed to think that 
Jesus’ tomb was empty in order to talk about his vindication and ongoing pres-
ence using “resurrection” language.
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Willi Marxsen famously wrote that “the empty tomb would even be an 
inconvenience,” given Paul’s “spiritual” understanding of resurrection bodies. 
According to Marxsen’s reading of Paul, the physical body “mortifies” just as a 
seed dies and decays in the earth (1 Cor. 15:36-38), and the resurrection body 
is raised by God as spiritual (15:44-46); therefore resurrection, for Paul at least, 
occurs on another plane of existence.5 As we will see below, there is evidence (not 
entirely unambiguous, however) that not all understandings of “resurrection” in 
early Judaism involved the resuscitation or reconstitution of the physical body. 
In light of this, some suggest that the empty tomb story was invented, whether 
by Mark or by early Christians before that Gospel was written, as a narrative 
expression of belief in the resurrection of Jesus along lines opposed to (and even 
secondary to) Paul’s “spiritual” view.6 Gerd Lüdemann has argued that the empty 
tomb story arose as a conclusion drawn from the kerygma about the resurrection 
of Jesus: “The story is first inferred from the ‘dogma.’ ”7 This solution, however, 
would only hold for those who believed that “resurrection” had to involve the 
body in such a way that the risen Jesus must have left the tomb—and from Paul’s 
letters it is not entirely clear that all early Christians would have viewed resurrec-
tion in such a way.8 This view also depends on the idea that the empty tomb tradi-
tion is best explained as a narrative expression of a certain kind of resurrection 
theology, but as we will see in the next chapter, the “disappearance” tradition may 
originally have had more to do with another understanding of Jesus’ postmortem 
vindication.

Nevertheless, Paul’s use of this kerygmatic tradition and his failure to men-
tion the empty tomb raise important questions for our discussion, questions 
about how Paul and his Corinthian readers understood the nature of “resur-
rected” bodies as well as questions about what Paul and his congregations did 
and did not know. In the end, the evidence requires a position more nuanced 
than those of Wright or Marxsen. However the problem of Paul and the empty 
tomb is resolved, the focus of the pre-Pauline kerygmatic tradition (and of Paul 
himself) is not the empty tomb but the appearances, and especially what they 
signify.

Paul and the Resurrection Kerygma
Fundamental to Paul’s argument in favor of “the resurrection of the dead” (Gk., 
anastasis nekrōn), against certain members of the Corinthian church who ques-
tioned this feature of his eschatological message (1 Cor. 15:12), is his appeal to 
the traditional kerygmatic formula referred to above. This formula functions as 
a basic statement of shared belief, and it stands at the beginning of his argument 
just as a narrative of the facts of the case would introduce a piece of judicial 
rhetoric. The agreed-upon facts are then, in the argument that follows, analyzed 
according to their proper significance and implications.9 Paul is able to argue for 
the resurrection of the dead at the end of the age (15:23; 15:51-52) because, he 
says, the Corinthians have already believed in the resurrection of Jesus (15:1-2; 
15:12). He uses the sacrificial imagery of “firstfruits” to argue this: just as the first 
sacrificial offering represents the whole harvest or flock, so also the resurrection 
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of Jesus is determinative for the resurrection of the dead at the end of the age 
(15:20-23). Paul introduces the formula with customary language about “receiv-
ing” and “handing over” traditional material (15:3a), as he did earlier in the let-
ter in relation to a tradition about the Lord’s Supper (11:23a). The language and 
structure of verses 3b-5 also set it off as traditional, as shown here:10

. . .    that he died          for our sins        according to the scriptures,
and    that he was buried,
and    that he was raised          on the third day     according to the scriptures,
and    that he appeared          to Cephas, 
            then to the twelve . . .

We should also note that verse 7 has the same structure as verse 5:

Next    he appeared          to James, 
            then to all the apostles.

Interestingly, this introduces a distinction between “the apostles” and “the 
Twelve,” but it still probably belonged to the original tradition.11 On the other 
hand, verses 6 and 8, in which Paul mentions the five hundred believers and him-
self, were likely not part of the original tradition, but appear to be additions by 
Paul himself for his purposes in this literary context. Structurally speaking, they 
simply do not fit. So what are we left with? The parallel structure of the core tra-
dition indicates that the second and fourth lines are to be read as consequences 
of the first and third lines (respectively), each of which is elaborated with two 
modifying phrases. Thus “he was buried” should be connected with “he died” as 
its consequence, and equally “he appeared” should be connected with “he was 
raised” as its consequence.

Although these observations lead me to conclude that the basic tradition 
was originally a single unit, a different approach has been proposed by Stephen 
Patterson, based partly on earlier work by Reginald Fuller.12 Patterson argues 
that the “resurrection tradition” and the “appearance tradition” were originally 
separate but were combined here by Paul.13 Patterson makes this distinction for 
several reasons, and not only because verses 3b-4 and verses 5-7 differ in con-
tent (the former is about the resurrection of Jesus, and the latter about his post-
mortem appearances). Formally, Patterson claims, verses 3b-4 are more like the 
“resurrection” traditions discussed above (such as 1 Thess. 4:14), and verses 5-7 
also have analogues elsewhere in the early Christian writings (e.g., 1 Cor. 9:1). He 
also notes that when Paul talks about his experience of the risen Jesus (such as in 
Gal. 1:15-16), he does not talk about this using language of “resurrection,” and 
when Paul talks at length about the resurrection (such as in Romans 6), he does 
not mention the appearances.14 Patterson also thinks that 1 Corinthians 15:3b-4 
had its origin in the interpretation of Scripture but that verses 5-7 originated in 
missionary circles in which an individual’s call or commissioning as an apostle 
needed the specific authorization only an appearance of Jesus could provide.15 
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Despite these observations, the original unity of the tradition (15:3b-5 + 7) 
can still be maintained on good grounds. First of all, although there are examples 
of traditional formulations that focus either on the resurrection or on the appear-
ances, it is not out of the question that an original formulation could have com-
bined them. Paul evidently thought that resurrection and appearances belonged 
together, since they are together here in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8. When Paul does 
write at length about the resurrection of Jesus and its theological significance (as 
in Romans 6), he does not mention the appearances of the risen Jesus because he 
is writing not about the origins of resurrection faith, but about the meaning of 
the resurrection of Jesus for those who are, in his language, “in Christ.” In Gala-
tians 1:15-16, on the other hand, when he writes about his commissioning as an 
apostle, he speaks about “God revealing the Son in me,” but not about the resur-
rection of Jesus (strictly speaking, he does not use the language of appearance 
here either). Yet in the opening salutation of the letter, Paul claims that his status 
as an apostle comes from “God who raised Jesus from the dead” (Gal. 1:1), thus 
linking his divine authorization with the resurrection (but not explicitly with an 
appearance). Furthermore, it is somewhat artificial to distinguish between the 
first part as exegetical and the second as experiential, when “he was buried” can-
not be claimed to have originated exegetically. Finally, to attribute the parallelism 
between verses 3b-4 and verse 5 to Paul’s editorial work, as Patterson must, is not 
justified when the pieces that do appear to be editorial in this section interrupt 
rather than improve the flow (vv. 6, 8).16 Yet Patterson is also correct that “he 
was raised” and “he appeared” are two different claims and that their meanings 
should not be conflated.17

The fact that “died . . .” is connected with “was buried,” and “was raised . . .” 
with “appeared,” is important for a second reason. Sometimes “he was buried” is 
read together with “he was raised” as a way of finding an implied reference to the 
empty tomb traditions in this kerygmatic formulation, whether for the tradition 
itself or for Paul, who clearly cites it favorably. William Lane Craig, for example, 
states that “in saying that Jesus died—was buried—was raised—appeared, one 
automatically implies that the empty grave has been left behind.”18 Martin Hen-
gel argues along a somewhat different line that from the beginning kerygmatic 
proclamation and community confession were inseparable from the narration 
of the facts concerning Jesus’ death and resurrection, so that the exegete is right 
to discern the empty tomb story (as found in the canonical Gospels) behind the 
connection “was buried” and “was raised.”19 He also argues that “the chronologi-
cal notice [‘on the third day’] is related to the discovery of the empty tomb.”20 This 
phrase occurs in other formulaic references to Jesus’ resurrection (see also Matt. 
16:21; Acts 10:40), and it need not rest upon knowledge of a narrative tradition 
about the discovery of the empty tomb on “the first day of the week” (such as 
preserved in Mark 16:1-8 et al.). Some see in “the third day” an allusion to the 
Greek version of Hosea 6:2, “He will restore us after two days; on the third day, 
we will be raised and we will live in his presence,”21 even though this passage does 
not become a “proof text” for the resurrection until a couple of centuries later.22 
In any case, this early tradition, like the Gospel narratives, sees only a very short 
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interval between the death of Jesus and the beginnings of belief in his divine 
vindication by resurrection.23

In its original setting, this kerygmatic tradition could have been understood 
to mean that Jesus was raised by God in such a way that he left the tomb in a 
renewed physical body. However, this does not mean that all early Christians 
who used this tradition, Paul included, would have naturally thought along simi-
lar lines, nor that the core tradition was formulated on the basis of knowledge of 
a story about the discovery of the empty tomb. Furthermore, contrary to what 
Craig and Wright assert, what Paul says explicitly about resurrection bodies does 
cause problems for any straightforward argument that his implicit meaning was 
“he was raised so that the tomb was empty.” For there is considerable ambiguity 
concerning what Paul may have thought happened to the body of Jesus when “he 
was raised.”24

Observing the parallel structure is important, finally, because it demon-
strates that the logic in the second part runs in the direction given: “he appeared” 
should be connected with “he was raised” as its consequence, but not necessarily 
as its proof. In other words, the tradition gives evidence of the belief that “he 
appeared” because “he was raised,” so that the line of thinking is that the appear-
ances resulted from the resurrection and therefore confirmed or demonstrated it, 
but not that it was concluded that “he was raised” because “he appeared.”25 As we 
saw in the previous chapter, in the ancient world (just as today) the appearance 
of someone who had died could lead to any of a variety of conclusions, “resur-
rection” being rather further on down the list. Thus for Paul the resurrection 
of Jesus is fundamentally part of the proclamation of the good news, and it is 
therefore something to be preached and believed, rather than proven and given 
intellectual assent. The persons and groups he lists in 1 Corinthians 15:5-8, then, 
testify to the resurrection of Jesus as believers to whom the risen Jesus appeared, 
and most of them (but not the five hundred) testify as those whom the risen Jesus 
authorized for a particular role of leadership in particular sectors of the early 
Christian movement.

It is impossible to be precise about the age of this traditional formula, though 
many scholars think it can be dated to within a few years of Jesus’ death.26 One 
consideration arises from Paul’s introduction: he says the tradition is “among 
the things of primary importance,” and possibly this indicates that he became 
aware of it soon after his own experience of the risen Jesus. It is also inter-
esting how the formula highlights Peter and James “the brother of the Lord,” 
apostles whom Paul considered “pillars” of the Judean community of believers 
(Gal. 1:18-19; 2:6-10). This particular James does not figure at all in the Synop-
tic Gospels or in the Jesus traditions therein; and just as with Peter, there is no 
narrative record (nor any other mention) of an appearance to James.27 Yet three 
years after Paul’s call, he visited Jerusalem to inquire of Cephas (Peter) and the 
apostle James (Gal. 1:18-19). It is unclear how James could have risen to promi-
nence in the Judean communities (Galatians 1–2; see also Acts 15:12-21) unless 
it was widely known that he had experienced an appearance of the risen Jesus, 
even though in Paul’s words he was “the brother of the Lord” (Gal. 1:19). This 
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detail in itself is not sufficient grounds to date the tradition, but taken together 
with the formulaic language and structure, we do have enough to conclude that  
1 Corinthians 15:3b-5 + 7 is a very early tradition.

It is also difficult to determine whether Paul knew of other appearances that 
he or the tradition he cites does not mention. For it is immediately apparent that 
some of the appearances described in the Gospels are not included in 1 Corin-
thians 15:5-8: the appearance to Mary Magdalene and/or other women (Matt. 
28:9-10; John 20:11-18); the appearance to two unnamed disciples (Luke 24:13-
32); and other appearances in which one or two followers figure prominently 
(John 20:24-29; 21:1-23). Not only that, but some of the appearances mentioned 
in 1 Corinthians 15 are not narrated (the appearance to Cephas/Peter) or even 
mentioned (the appearances to James and to the five hundred) anywhere else.28 
Paul probably is not listing here all the appearances known to him, and it is also 
possible that he omitted some appearances from the tradition.29 It may be that he 
preferred not to mention, for political or polemical reasons, certain appearances 
of which he was aware.

Since Paul was concerned, for instance, to limit the prophetic activities 
of certain women in the Corinthian group (1 Cor. 14:33b-36), he might have 
avoided referring to an appearance to female disciples or to Mary Magdalene 
specifically, had the original tradition included such an appearance (as Matt. 
28:9-10 and John 20:11-18 narrate).30 However, there were also difficulties of fac-
tionalism in the Corinthian community, with one group claiming allegiance to 
Cephas (1 Cor. 1:12). Paul clearly did not pass over the reference to Cephas in 
the kerygmatic tradition in order to remove support for a pro-Petrine faction 
in Corinth. That Paul did not leave out the appearance to Peter indicates that it 
was integral to the tradition he is citing, and likely also to the body of traditions 
about the appearances of the risen Jesus—even though no such story about Peter 
has survived. Peter is first on this list, and historically he perhaps was the first to 
claim to have seen the risen Jesus.31 Though Paul could not leave the reference 
to Cephas out of the tradition, it seems the opposite was true, however, for the 
appearances to the women. That is, Paul apparently—if he knew of any traditions 
concerning such appearances—did not feel constrained by their prominence, 
either in this particular tradition or in others, to include them here. Or, as Ann 
Graham Brock points out, it may be that competing traditions about appear-
ances to both Peter and Mary go back to the earliest times, and Paul simply has 
received a tradition that gives the primacy to Peter and to Judean circles within 
the early Jesus movements.32

All this is not only about verifying the appearances by determining the sum 
total of witnesses mentioned in various formulae and narrative traditions. If Paul 
did leave out the appearances to the women because of troubles he perceived in 
Corinth, this is because legitimation of leadership status and authority was an 
accepted function of claims about appearances of the risen Jesus. This function 
resides deep in the kerygmatic tradition and deep in the narrative tradition as 
well: those who proclaim the Gospel as apostles claim they have “seen the Lord” 
(1 Cor. 9:1; 15:5-8), and in the Easter stories the risen Jesus usually appoints those 
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to whom he appears to a particular commission (Matt. 28:10, 16-20; Luke 24:44-
49; Acts 1:6-8; John 20:16-18, 19-23; 21:15-19).33 As to the tradition behind 1 
Corinthians 15:3-8, Ulrich Wilckens noted its probable use in proclamation and 
in instruction within the community of faith, but he also argued that appear-
ance claims such as those in 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 meant “not merely that [one] 
thereby became a witness to the event of the raising of Jesus, but at the same time 
that as such a witness [one] also received special authority within the Church.”34 
An appearance of Jesus, testimony to it, and legitimation and commissioning 
as its results all went together as “a single whole.” Wilckens also noticed that 
Peter and James are mentioned (in vv. 5, 7) in connection with groups in which 
they functioned as authority figures. In the same way, Paul’s apostolic legitimacy 
among the Gentiles hinges on his claim that his experience of the risen Jesus was 
authentic.35 The mention of the appearance to the five hundred does not seem to 
have this legitimating function,36 and this is one reason for thinking verse 6 was 
added to the tradition by Paul as relevant support for the resurrection of Jesus in 
his argument for the resurrection of the dead.

This explains why Paul, especially in this letter to this congregation, is eager 
to ensure that he is included among those who experienced appearances of the 
risen Jesus. In the Corinthian correspondence, the issue of apostolic authority is 
never far from Paul’s mind, so that he even refers to it at great length (1 Corin-
thians 9) in order to make a point in relation to another question, that of eating 
meat sacrificed in cult centers (dealt with in chapters 8 and 10).37 Paul’s apostolic 
digression in 15:9-11 is similarly purposeful. He clarifies, in a characteristically 
backhanded way, how his apostolic status is not diminished even though he was 
the “last of all” (or possibly the “least of all”)38 to receive an appearance of the 
risen Jesus. For “the grace of God,” which was harder at work in him than in the 
other apostles, overcame Paul’s past as a persecutor of the Jesus movements, to 
the end that the gospel was proclaimed and the Corinthians came to believe (vv. 
10-11). With this in view, Paul’s digression here concerning his apostolic status 
is very appropriate to the original purpose of the traditional formula he cites in 
15:3b-5 + 7, as Wilckens argued.

Paul thinks his apostolic call is just as legitimate as the call of the other 
apostles, since it is based on an appearance of the risen Jesus to him (1 Cor. 9:1). 
The language he uses in 1 Corinthians 15:8 for his experience—its chronological 
abnormality aside—is the same as the language the tradition uses for those of the 
others (Gk., ōphthē + dative). As noted above, this indicates that Paul does not 
distinguish between the nature of his experience and the others. As well, leading 
figures in other early Christian groups apparently likewise considered his expe-
rience (as borne out by the exercising of his call: Gal. 2:7-10) sufficient for him 
to be considered “apostle to the Gentiles.” Perhaps they, like him, did not dis-
tinguish between his experience and theirs. We should draw this inference with 
some caution, however, because Paul has an apologetic interest in depicting his 
experience as the same as those of the others. As already noted, Paul’s apostolic 
status was an ongoing issue for him in Corinth, and (as 2 Corinthians attests) it 
would become even more of an issue despite his various letters and appeals in 



Paul: “Last of All, He Appeared Also to Me”     35

person and through emissaries. Paul employs similar rhetoric in Galatians with 
believers who were, in his view, being led astray to think that his gospel—which 
they had originally accepted—was aberrant at points where it diverged from that 
of Judean Christian communities (Gal. 2:11-14) and derivative at points where 
it agreed (Gal. 1:11-12).

On the other hand, we ought similarly to avoid judging this issue along the 
lines presented by the author of Luke-Acts, who limited the physically tangi-
ble appearances (as in Luke 24:36-43) to the forty days before Jesus’ ascension 
into heaven (Acts 1:1-4a, 9-11) and who consequently depicted Paul’s experi-
ence along more visionary lines (Acts 9:3-9; 22:6-11; 26:12-18).39 As we will see 
in a later chapter, Luke distinguishes narratively and chronologically between 
the resurrection appearances “the apostles” experienced and what he says hap-
pened to Paul, with the result that he effectively demotes Paul from the office of 
resurrection witness and apostle. Paul does not make any such distinction, and 
indeed may not have conceived of (any of) the appearances of the risen Jesus 
along the physically tangible lines presented in Luke 24, for he could speak of 
his own experience as one in which God “revealed his Son in me” (Gal. 1:16). 
This could mean Paul is thinking of how his fulfillment of his apostolic calling 
reveals the Son. However, in Galatians 1:1 he claims that this apostolic calling 
originates from “Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead,” 
making the same connection between the resurrection and commissioning that 
other early leaders were also making. This suggests he is thinking here about the 
resurrection appearance he claims he had experienced (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8); and in 
another context Paul claims (in a roundabout way) to have had visionary experi-
ences with significant revelatory content (2 Cor. 12:1-9). The question of how 
Paul conceived of his own experience of the risen Christ is one we can answer, 
possibly, with a clearer understanding of what Paul thought about resurrection 
bodies. For this we must turn to the rest of his argument in 1 Corinthians 15.

The Resurrection of the Dead and the Finer Points of Greek Anthropology
In 1 Corinthians 15:12, Paul asks his readers, “How is it that some among you are 
saying that there is no resurrection of the dead?” The idea that God, at the end 
of the age, would raise up human beings (whether only the righteous and chosen 
or all humankind) from the dead, was a relatively new one for early Judaism: the 
earliest textual evidence for the idea is probably 1 Enoch 24:2–27:5, a passage that 
perhaps is reflected already in Daniel 12:2.40 According to George Nickelsburg, 
belief in the resurrection of the dead developed in the Hellenistic era out of a 
concern for divine justice: while the wicked prospered in this world, some looked 
ahead to an age to come in which all humankind would be judged (and rewarded 
or punished) for their deeds during their earthly life, or to one in which only the 
righteous and chosen would have a share in the final restoration of all things.41 
Not all Jews believed it, and those who did not (notably, the Sadducees) were 
probably conservatives resisting a theological innovation.42 The Corinthians who 
did not believe there was going to be a resurrection of the dead, on the other 
hand, probably had other reasons for resisting the idea.
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According to one line of thinking, the problem was not exactly that the Corin-
thians disagreed with the idea of a restoration of humankind per se. The problem 
was the eschatology. Does God need to restore all things through some final, cata-
clysmic intervention, or has this already taken place in Christ? C. K. Barrett wrote 
that for the Corinthians it was “as if the age to come were already consummated. . 
. . For them there is no ‘not yet’ to qualify the ‘already’ of realized eschatology.”43 In 
other words, they thought everything they needed they already had, in Christ, and 
that included the restoration of their very selves. A critical support for this position is  
1 Corinthians 4:8, in which Paul says, with obvious sarcasm, “Already you have 
become satisfied, already you have become rich, and apart from us you have 
become kings!” Does this mean that the Corinthians thought “resurrection” had 
already taken place in their redemption and regeneration, and that this was why 
“some” were saying, “There is no resurrection of the dead”? In Fuller’s opinion, 
the problem was that “the Corinthians interpreted Christ’s resurrection not as an 
anticipation of the future resurrection of the believers at the end, but as the open-
ing up of a new existence into which by baptism they were completely initiated.”44 
Some of the things Paul says in his various letters might be taken to imply this 
(see, e.g., 2 Cor. 5:17; Rom. 6:4-11; see also Col. 2:12-13; 3:1).

However, Dale Martin points out that there is no solid evidence that the 
Corinthians had transferred an originally eschatological idea (resurrection) to 
their present experience (spiritual transformation).45 On the other hand, there is 
evidence that at least some of the Corinthians—those who considered themselves 
to be “wise” and “strong” (1 Cor. 1:26-27; 3:18-20; 4:10) and having “knowledge” 
(8:1, 7, 10-11) and who made status claims on those grounds—had been influ-
enced by popular philosophy. The status claims they were making led to vari-
ous kinds of trouble within the congregation: for instance, the factionalism and 
abuses at the communal meal (11:18-22). Martin is probably correct that the 
practice of baptizing on behalf of the dead (15:29) indicates that the Corinthian 
resurrection doubters expected some sort of an afterlife, though not everyone in 
the Greco-Roman world did.46 So if the problem was not the idea of an afterlife, 
it must have been the application of “afterlife” to “body.” Through popular Greek 
philosophy, the Corinthian “strong” faction had learned to devalue the body and 
therefore could not believe that the body had a future beyond this present life.47 
In addition, the lengths to which Paul goes to explain what a resurrected body 
would be like (1 Cor. 15:35-57) also suggests that the problem was mainly philo-
sophical, specifically anthropological.

According to many scholars, there was a considerable range of opinion 
among early Jewish proponents of the eschatological resurrection on the ques-
tion of what “resurrection” would be like. Some texts—for instance, the tale of 
the seven brothers in 2 Maccabees—clearly envisage a physical, bodily resurrec-
tion in which martyrs receive back body parts mutilated by their persecutors (2 
Macc. 7:10-11), “as a remedy for their bodily tortures.”48 Luke’s narrative of the 
appearance of the risen Jesus to the Twelve (Luke 24:36-43) similarly describes a 
“flesh and bones” resurrection body.49 Other writings, Daniel 12:2-3, for exam-
ple, are not as unambiguous: “And many of those who sleep in the land of dust 



Paul: “Last of All, He Appeared Also to Me”     37

will awake, some to endless life, and some to disgrace and endless contempt. 
And the wise shall shine like the splendor of the sky, and those who vindicate the 
many [or lead the many to righteousness], like the stars forever and ever” (Dan. 
12:2-3). Some scholars take this as a veiled association of resurrection with astral 
immortality, an idea found in various ancient milieus, to the effect that special 
human individuals live on after their death as stars.50 Most scholars, on the other 
hand, think this refers to bodily resurrection.51 Taking a different approach, the 
book of Jubilees (c. 170–150 bce) uses resurrection language together with the 
idea that the bones of the righteous rest in the earth while their spirits rejoice 
(Jub. 23:30-31).52 And according to 1 Enoch 103:4:

The souls of the pious who have died will come to life,
and they will rejoice and be glad;
their spirits will not perish,
nor their memory from the presence of the Great One
for all the generations of eternity.53

In addition, some early Christian writings also talk about Jesus’ resurrection as 
being noncorporeal—quite in contrast to the perspective offered by the canoni-
cal Gospels.54

Not everyone agrees on this point, however: others insist that resurrection 
is always “bodily.” Wright defines resurrection as “life after ‘life after death,’ ” by 
which he means a renewed existence in a renewed physical body after an interim 
period after death, during which the righteous dead are in some sense “safe in 
God’s keeping.”55 His survey concludes with the following observation: “Nothing 
in the entire Jewish context warrants the suggestion . . . that the Jewish literature 
of the period ‘speaks both of a resurrection of the body and a resurrection of 
the spirit without the body.’ ”56 Not everyone is as certain as Wright, particularly 
given the texts outlined above, that resurrection always meant renewed existence 
in a physical (or, in Wright’s language, “transphysical”) body.57 Nickelsburg, for 
instance, reflecting recently on his 1967 dissertation on resurrection in early 
Judaism, states that he saw “more variety [than Wright and others are inclined 
to see] in Jewish teachings on resurrection, immortality, and eternal life.”58 Some 
scholars think Paul’s view represents the earliest interpretation of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion, rather than the more tangible “flesh and bones” presentation of the canoni-
cal Gospels.59

Ultimately, most of these disputed passages are really not clear whether 
resurrection is a “bodily” or “nonbodily” affair. Some texts appear to use “res-
urrection” language in a metaphorical sense, while others merge “resurrection” 
expressions with the beliefs about the immortality of the soul. If it is correct 
that some early Jews could think of resurrection as being more applicable to the 
soul or spirit than to the body, a possibility some of the texts mentioned above 
at least allow, then it is remarkable that in the face of anthropological questions 
about resurrection, Paul would write to the Corinthians affirming the resurrec-
tion of the body. Why not simply say that “the resurrection of the dead” has to do 
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with their souls and not their bodies? Clearly, whatever others could say about 
resurrection, for Paul resurrection could not be a nonembodied phenomenon. 
Nowhere does he talk about a “resurrection” of the individual’s soul or spirit. 
What he does do to answer the Corinthians’ objections, however, is even more 
surprising: he redefines the notion of “body” in such a way that the Corinthians 
could accept that a body could be raised.

In his helpful discussion of the problem the Corinthians had with “the res-
urrection of the dead,”60 Martin points out that for many in the Greco-Roman 
world, particularly the uneducated, the idea of the dead coming back to life again 
was not a problem. There were many stories about corpses being reanimated, 
about people being taken bodily into the divine realm at the end of their earthly 
lives, and so forth. For the educated, or those who considered themselves philo-
sophically sophisticated, on the other hand, such ideas were hard to swallow—
and not because they required a belief in “the supernatural” (as the objection 
has normally been since the Enlightenment).61 In Martin’s words, the problem 
was “purely physiological.”62 How could the human body, which by its essence 
belongs to the earth, have any part in the divine realm? Perhaps the Corinthians 
had problems with this idea, just as Plutarch had problems with traditional sto-
ries about the holus-bolus deification of human beings:

One must by no means, contrary to nature, think that the bodies of the good 
can be sent up into heaven; but one must think absolutely that it is their virtues 
and their souls which, according to nature and to divine justice, are elevated 
as they progress from human beings to heroes (Gk., eis hērōas), from heroes 
to demigods (eis daimonas), and from demigods to gods (eis theous), but only 
once they have finally been purified and sanctified (just as in a sacred initia-
tion) so as to escape from everything that is mortal and sensible, not merely by 
means of a civic decree, but by means of truth and according to right reason, 
thus receiving the finest and most blessed fate. (Rom. 28.8)63

The issue, explains Martin, is not that the body is material and the soul (and 
the divine realm) immaterial, for that is a later Western philosophical distinc-
tion. The soul, according to the ancients, was not immaterial, because it was 
composed of something; the problem with the body is that it, unlike the soul, 
is not composed of the right kind of something to share in the divine realm.64 
Various ancient philosophical schools had different theories about the nature 
and composition of the human soul. Most schools of thought took for granted a 
basic Platonic dualism of body and soul, though there was wide disagreement as 
to other related issues: for instance, what a soul released from the body was com-
posed of, and whether a soul released from the body remained “individual” (so 
to speak). As to its composition, according to most ancient schools of thought, 
it was composed of the same sort of stuff that heavenly bodies were composed 
of (such as fire or air/wind—that is, pneuma); and like heavenly bodies, the soul 
was considered by some schools of thought to have an “embodied” form (even 
though separable from the actual physical body).
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The problem was more that the body is not composed of the stuff of the 
divine realm: it is composed of the stuff of the mortal realm. As Cicero wrote 
concerning the apotheosis of Heracles and Romulus, “[Their] bodies, I say, were 
not taken away into heaven: such is not in fact permitted by nature, since what 
originates from the earth must remain with the earth.”65 The soul, which, on the 
other hand, comes from the gods, can be immortal or dwell among the gods, 
and only when “pure, fleshless [asarkos], and undefiled” (Plutarch, Rom. 28.7).66 
Thus, according to Martin, “the reason why the normal human body cannot 
experience immortality is that it occupies a relatively low place on the spec-
trum of stuff, which ranges from fine, thin, rarified stuff, down to gross, thick, 
heavy stuff.”67 Or, as Jeffrey Asher explains, the normal human body quite simply 
belongs to the earth. In 1 Corinthians 15:38-41, Paul argues from the relative 
status of certain kinds of “stuff,” arranging in order of status, higher to lower, the 
“flesh” of certain kinds of terrestrial beings (humans, animals, birds, fish), and 
then listing the “bodies” of celestial beings (the sun, the moon, the stars).68 This 
contrast between “flesh” and “body” is crucial to Paul’s argument. The resurrec-
tion body, he explains in 1 Corinthians 15:42-50, is a body, but not like the regu-
lar human body: it is not composed of “flesh and blood” (Gk., sarx kai haima), 
and unlike a “regular” or “natural” (psychikon) body, it is not characterized and 
animated by “soul” (psychē), but is “spiritual” (pneumatikon), that is, character-
ized and animated by “spirit” (pneuma).

We have difficulty today understanding what Paul meant by the term “spiri-
tual body,” because we take it for granted that a body is material, and hence not 
spiritual, and that a soul is immaterial, and hence spiritual. But a “body” char-
acterized by or even composed of “spirit” would not be a conceptual problem 
for the Corinthians, at least not because of the matter/nonmatter dualism we 
presume today. In fact, Paul’s explanation should solve the problem, since such a 
body essentially (that is, by virtue of its very essence as “spirit”) can be immortal 
and incorruptible and can be raised from the dead. This is why Martin says that 
the more “sophisticated” Corinthians, like Plutarch, had “physiological” ques-
tions about such views, questions about the composition of the human person.69 
More than that, however, Plutarch shows that there is a theological side to this 
as well, for he writes against those who “unreasonably deify the mortal aspects 
of [human] nature, as well as the divine” (Rom. 28.6). The soul can share in the 
divine realm because it has its origin there (28.6-7).

Well-educated and sophisticated ancients, such as Plutarch, seeking to sal-
vage the old tales from their unsophisticated anthropology, found new ways of 
reading or explaining stories that described special human individuals becoming 
immortal through the divine removal of the person, body and all. As the above 
citation shows, Plutarch wanted to affirm that in special cases human beings can 
be elevated to another plane of existence in the divine realm—only that the “vir-
tues and souls” of such individuals, and not their bodies, are subject to such an 
elevation.70 Along similar lines, Ovid retold the old tales about the apotheosis of 
Heracles and Romulus by describing the dissolution of their mortal bodies but 
the elevation of their souls (Metam. 9.266-71; 14.816-28; also Philostratus, Her. 
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7.3). Philo, a Hellenistic Jewish contemporary of Paul, described Moses’ death/
apotheosis as follows: “The Father transposed entirely his natural dyad of body 
and soul into a single reconstituted nature, into mind, just like the sun” (Mos. 
2.288).71 In 2 Enoch 22:8, Enoch’s ascent into heaven requires his “extraction” 
from the clothing of his body, which is replaced with the clothing of the Lord’s 
glory.72 Even 1 Enoch 71 describes the final ascension of Enoch as a being taken 
away “in the spirit” (71:1, 5). Yet this passage also suggests that once he is in 
the presence of the Head of Days, Enoch is transformed out of his body, or at 
least out of his flesh: “And I fell on my face, and all my flesh was melted, and 
my spirit was transformed” (71:11). All these sources, both non-Jewish and Jew-
ish, display the typical Hellenistic reticence to see the physical body, which to 
all observable indications will always decay and rot, have any part to play in 
the celestial realm. Consequently, most authors imagine a transformation out of 
the body, but not Paul. The resurrection transformation of the believer involves 
the corruptible and mortal body putting on incorruptibility and immortality (1 
Cor. 15:53-54), which is to say, spirit: body is retained, but not in its mortal and 
corruptible aspects or components. “Flesh and blood cannot inherit God’s king-
dom” (v. 50).73

We should probably understand this not only in light of ancient ideas about 
earthly and heavenly bodies but also in light of Paul’s dualistic understanding of 
“flesh” and “spirit” as conditions of life in the earthly body.74 Galatians 5:19-21 
can help illuminate what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:50: following a table of the 
“deeds of the flesh” (Gal. 5:19-21a), Paul writes that “those who do such things 
will not inherit God’s kingdom” (v. 21b). As James Dunn explains, “The negative 
factor was not . . . bodily existence itself but the ephemeral character of human 
existence as existence in desiring, decaying flesh which, as it is focused on and 
clung to, subverts that existence as existence before and for God.”75 For Paul, 
“flesh” (Gk., sarx) often signifies that which is weak and corruptible about human 
existence. It is through the flesh that sin exercises its dominion over human per-
sons (Rom. 7:5, 25; cf. Rom. 6:12), and flesh symbolizes that part of the human 
person that is opposed to the work of God (Rom. 8:6-7; Gal. 5:16-26). Paul there-
fore speaks of an embodied life in which the believer experiences, albeit partially 
and incompletely, the indwelling and empowerment of the divine Spirit as the 
positive side of a transformation that negatively involves the crucifixion of the 
flesh through the believer’s identification with Christ (Gal. 5:24-25; cf. Rom. 6:1-
14). This embodied life is the beginning of God’s re-creative work in the human 
person, a work that is to be completed in the resurrection of the dead. Then, 
according to Paul, Spirit will overwhelm flesh and blood entirely, in just the same 
way that “the last Adam became a life-giving Spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45) in the first and 
paradigmatic instance of resurrection.

Paul and the Empty Tomb
In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul argues from the received tradition about the resurrec-
tion of Jesus to the disputed teaching of the resurrection of the dead; he explains 
resurrection as a process of eschatological transformation whose end result is a 
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spiritual body. We have already seen that others who, like Paul, wrote about the 
exaltation or transformation of individual human beings tended not to extend 
such transformation to the body, since that was culturally or philosophically 
problematic. Paul himself, as suggested above, seems to have envisioned such 
a transformation as one in which the body of flesh and blood would be some-
how transformed or resolved into one of spirit. Whether such a transformation 
would leave any remainder (corpse, bones, dust) is uncertain: Paul in 1 Corin-
thians 15 simply does not comment, neither in relation to the resurrection of 
Jesus nor  in relation to the eschatological resurrection of the dead. Philippians 
3:20-21 similarly does not address this question. “But our citizenship is in the 
heavens, whence we expect a savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform 
the body of our humiliation so that it will be conformed to the body of his glory, 
in accordance with the power which enables him to make all things to submit 
to himself.” Paul does not explain the “mechanics” of this eschatological trans-
formation, simply because his rhetorical (theological and pastoral) interests lie 
elsewhere: for instance, the believer’s conformity to the paradigm of the risen 
Christ, and Christ’s expected reception of his full power and authority (as also in  
1 Cor. 15:24-28; Phil. 2:9-11; et al.). Notice also that Paul emphasizes a corporate 
understanding of this transformation when he speaks of the body (singular) of 
our (plural) humiliation; perhaps this is influenced by his customarily corporate 
view of the body of Christ. These interests focus not on mundane concerns about 
bodily remains but on transmundane concerns about eschatological fullness, as 
this will come about for those who are “in Christ,” whose “citizenship is in the 
heavens.”

Two other texts are sometimes read as clues to Paul’s view. One is the image 
of the sown seed in 1 Corinthians 15:36-38. As already noted, some scholars 
have found in that image an indication that in Paul’s understanding the physical 
body remains in the earth at the resurrection, just as the husk of the seed is left to 
decompose in the ground.76 Yet that perhaps is to infer too much from the image. 
The seed dies and the plant comes to life (v. 36), but the focus of the analogy is not 
the husk that remains. Though the seed and the plant appear to be different, the 
seed is related to the plant both as to genos (kind) and as to telos (goal): one plants 
a grain of wheat and one gets a wheat plant. Paul also emphasized that this is God’s 
doing, indeed, God’s will (v. 38), as is the resurrection transformation. The anal-
ogy calls to mind what Paul says much earlier in the letter, in a different connec-
tion: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God caused it to grow” (3:6). Interestingly, 
here Paul calls the plant that grows a “body,” evidently thinking of how he will 
apply the analogy. The second possible clue is found in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10. In 
the context of his extended argument about his suffering as proof of the validity 
of his apostolic authority (which was in dispute among the Corinthians, evidently 
because of outside influence), Paul explains how the corruptible earthly tent, the 
physical body, will be exchanged for an eternal heavenly house—presumably, 
the transformed resurrection body.77 Paul is arguing that the eternal state that 
God intends for the believer is one in which “we will not be found naked” (v. 3), 
that is, in a disembodied state, but rather “clothed with our heavenly dwelling”  
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(v. 2). As John Gillman has shown, although the language is anthropological in 
1 Corinthians and metaphorical in 2 Corinthians, the argument in 1 Corinthi-
ans 15:50-57 about the transformation of what is earthly into what is heavenly 
is developed further here in 2 Corinthians 5.78 In this passage Paul also con-
trasts being “in the body” with being “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:6-8), 
which seems to suggest that Paul imagines an “intermediate” postmortem state 
in which the believer is with the Lord but still awaiting being clothed with the 
transformed (resurrection) body, although the immediate transformation of the 
living believer at the coming of Christ is to be preferred (2 Cor. 5:2; 1 Cor. 15:51-
57).79 In any event, with these passages we are no closer to an answer to the ques-
tion of whether Paul would have concluded that Jesus’ tomb had to be empty.

Another approach to the question has been to seek, as Hengel has done, to 
demonstrate indirectly that Paul could not have been ignorant of an empty tomb 
story or tradition. Hengel asserts that Paul must have known the details now 
found in the Gospel passion and resurrection narratives (including a tradition 
about an empty tomb) because, he claims, proclamation and confession were 
supported by narration from the very beginning. Hengel repeatedly appeals to 
the “Urgemeinde,” the putative earliest core community of Jesus’ followers, as 
the origin of both this narrating trend and the details it transmitted.80 Although 
the traditional formula in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7 probably was supported with 
narration, it is problematic to equate that narration, as Hengel does, with the 
contents of the canonical passion narratives, which themselves are the products 
of considerable theological reflection and literary development.81 On the other 
hand, in Galatians 1:18 Paul admits that he conferred with Peter for two weeks 
at an early stage in his ministry. The Greek word he uses to describe this meet-
ing is historēsai, which can mean “inquire” or “consult,” even though it is often 
translated as simply “visit.”82 The empty tomb tradition could have been among 
the things they discussed if it was in circulation at that point. The problem is 
that there is no independent evidence for the existence of the empty tomb tradi-
tion outside of the canonical resurrection stories, which themselves are literary 
products not nearly as old as Paul’s letters. Moreover, the earliest version of the 
story seems to include a justification for its late acceptance. Mark’s Gospel con-
cludes with the admission that the women “told no one” about their experience 
(Mark 16:8), and this should be read as part of their astonished reaction to being 
confronted with the result of divine power83 or as a narrative device inviting the 
readers to examine their own discipleship.84 But this admission also raises a his-
torical question about how widely known the empty tomb tradition was, because 
it sounds like an explanation for its limited circulation. The Sayings Gospel Q 
includes a saying of Jesus, Q 13:34-35,85 that displays certain affinities with the 
empty tomb story, and although (as we will see) the disappearance tradition’s 
origins are equally unclear, it seems unlikely that the empty tomb story began to 
be told as a narrative invention based on the kind of kerygmatic formula found 
in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7.86

To try another approach, if we assume that Paul knew a tradition concern-
ing the empty tomb, we can see, given what can be inferred from the argument 
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of 1 Corinthians 15 about the position of those who denied the resurrection 
of the dead, why Paul probably would not have mentioned it. As explained 
above, Paul was operating in a context in which such a tradition probably 
would not have been useful and may even have caused more problems for the 
philosophically minded Corinthian believers than it could have solved. If Paul 
had said that Jesus rose out of the grave leaving no remainder, would his read-
ers have thought he meant that “flesh and blood” were to inherit the divine 
realm (which would contradict his own argument in 15:50), or to be merged 
into the pneumatikos body, or to be consumed by the process of transforma-
tion? It is impossible to say anything except that Paul himself did not consider 
precision about this to be germane to the argument. Paul’s main concerns in  
1 Corinthians 15 seem to be to show (1) that accepting Jesus’ specific vindica-
tion by resurrection required one to accept the eschatological resurrection of the 
dead, (2) that this resurrection will be bodily, involving a transformation of the 
natural body into a spiritual body, and (3) that it will happen when Christ returns 
in his God-given authority over all things.

Paul and the Two Traditions
Alan Segal explains that Paul did not argue for a “physically present Jesus” as 
an apologetic response to questions about the resurrection.87 As we look deeper 
into the origins of the empty tomb story in the “disappearance tradition,” we 
will see that initially it did not emphasize the physical presence of Jesus, but 
the physical absence of Jesus and his ongoing presence elsewhere. Paul’s under-
standing of the appearances of the risen Christ, evidently, had not been influ-
enced by the narrative trend seen in the later canonical Gospels that emphasizes 
the physicality of the resurrection appearances by narrating them in relation 
to the empty tomb. Ultimately, the most significant result of the resurrection 
for Paul was not an interim period of Jesus’ physical presence, but the continu-
ing spiritual presence of Christ, which signified for Paul the beginning of the 
extension of resurrection to those who are in Christ. The narrative Gospels use 
the tangible resurrection appearances to emphasize the continuity between the 
mission of Jesus and the mission(s) of his followers (as in Matt. 28:18-20; Luke 
24:44-49), but Paul finds his mission authenticated first of all by his calling by 
God, experienced when Christ appeared to him, and by the continuing influ-
ence of the risen Christ as Spirit in his congregations. Since he had no personal 
connection to the pre-Easter mission of Jesus, his own commissioning comes 
about through his experience of the risen Christ as Spirit. His letters indicate 
by their lack of interest in traditions about Jesus’ own message or activities that 
Paul does not validate his own mission as a direct continuation of the mission 
of the earthly Jesus.

Paul refers to and affirms the kerygmatic tradition about the appearances of 
the risen Jesus for a number of reasons. As indicated by the traditional formula in  
1 Corinthians 15:3-5 + 7, others claimed that the risen Jesus had appeared to 
them, and Paul wished to align himself with them, at least in terms of the origin 
of his authority. Christ’s appearance to Paul provided for him (as it did for the 
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others) a validation of his mission, which was especially important given that its 
authenticity was coming under fire in some circles (see, e.g., Gal. 1:1, 15-17). As 
far as his purposes in 1 Corinthians 15 are concerned, the appearance tradition 
could function as a demonstration of the raising of Christ by God, and therefore 
as a support for his argument for the eschatological resurrection of the dead, 
which had come into question among the Corinthian believers. But the resur-
rection of Christ was not only a “given” in his argument for the resurrection of 
the dead; it was also fertile conceptual ground for his christological thinking. 
For Paul, the resurrection demonstrated Jesus’ identity as God’s Son (Rom. 1:4), 
and this has anti-imperial implications. It would scarcely be missed by the read-
ers of the letter that the one who was “of David’s seed according to the flesh” was 
“designated as Son of God by resurrection from the dead,” and not divi filius 
(son of the divine one) by virtue of senatorial decree or imperial funeral rite.

In 1 Corinthians 15, it becomes clearer what Paul means by saying the res-
urrection marked out Jesus as the Son of God. There Paul argues that the risen 
Christ is a universal paradigmatic figure along the same lines as Adam: just as 
everyone related to Adam will die, so also everyone related to Christ will be 
raised (1 Cor. 15:21-22); and when that happens, Paul writes:

Then comes the end, when he will hand over the kingdom to God the Father, 
when he will destroy every ruler and every authority and power. For he must 
rule until he puts all his enemies under his feet. Death is the last enemy to be 
destroyed. . . . And when all things have been put in submission to him, then 
the Son himself will submit to the one who put all things in submission to him, 
in order that God may be all in all. (1 Cor. 15:24-26, 28)

For Paul, only Christ is deserving of the title “Son of God,” and this is by virtue 
of the resurrection from the dead; this must be seen in contrast with the Roman 
imperial figures who claimed the same title for themselves, on the basis of the 
apotheosis of their predecessor (which would be established through funeral cer-
emonies and through public acclaim and Senate decree). Paul’s digression here is 
reminiscent of Daniel 7:2-14, in which the “one like a human being” in Daniel’s 
vision receives from “the Ancient One” the dominion, kingship, and authority 
that have been taken away from four beasts (which represent four empires).88 
As in Daniel 7, here the Son remains subject to the authority of God the Father. 
Paul does not allude directly to Daniel but references Psalm 110:1 and Psalm 8:6 
as the basis of the idea that the Son will put his enemies under his feet.89 But his 
readers would probably also have been familiar with Roman imperial imagery in 
which emperors were depicted triumphing over conquered peoples, sometimes 
depicted as women stripped and groveling at their feet.90 Examples of such depic-
tions have been discovered in the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, a large sanctuary 
complex devoted to Aphrodite and the Julio-Claudian emperors. Here in 1 Cor-
inthians, however, “every ruler and every authority and power” would undoubt-
edly include the current imperial power. The anti-imperial implications of Paul’s 
resurrection theology (and of the Christology he bases on it) are clear.
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Beyond influencing Paul’s Christology, the resurrection of Christ also pro-
vided him with a conceptual basis for thinking about inclusion in the commu-
nity (Rom. 4:24-25), initiation and identity therein (Rom. 6:1-11; Gal. 2:19b-20), 
and eschatology (1 Corinthians 15), among other things. In the end, however, 
Paul referred to the appearance tradition in 1 Corinthians 15 because he believed 
Christ had appeared to him. Evidently this formative experience, as well as Paul’s 
ongoing experience of Christ as the spiritually present Lord in congregations 
such as the one in Corinth, shaped the way Paul thought about the nature of 
resurrection, including “in what sort of bodies” the dead will be raised (1 Cor. 
15:35-57).

We cannot be certain why Paul does not affirm or acknowledge the disap-
pearance tradition. As we have seen, even if he had known of a tradition about 
the resurrection of Jesus out of the grave, he still would have had reasons for not 
making this part of his argument in 1 Corinthians 15. Paul writes in a number of 
places about the transformation of normal bodily existence into immortal bodily 
existence, with the resurrection of Christ being both paradigm and source of this 
transformation. And yet nowhere does he indicate that his claim that “Christ 
was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and appeared to 
Cephas” (1 Cor. 15:5) needed a story about an empty tomb as the basis for that 
conclusion. For the purposes of this study, one important insight we gain from 
Paul’s use of the appearance tradition is that the earliest source of any detail about 
the resurrection of Jesus, the pre-Pauline formula in 1 Corinthians 15:3b-5 + 7, 
does not mention the empty tomb at all. This indicates that the appearance tra-
dition originally traveled separately from the disappearance tradition. It is also 
important to note that when Paul does speak about the appearances of the risen 
Christ, he does not necessarily have in mind the same kind of physical presence 
the canonical Gospels emphasize in their narrative descriptions/depictions of 
the risen Jesus. This much is clear from the way he describes the resurrection 
body (pneumatikos, spiritual, but not “flesh and blood”) and the risen Christ (a 
life-giving pneuma).
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3. Empty Tombs and Missing Bodies 
in Antiquity

Now the grave robbers shut the tomb carelessly, since they 
were hurrying in the night; but Chaereas, after waiting that 
night till morning, came to the tomb on the pretext of bring-
ing wreaths and libations, but really intending to take his own 
life there. When he arrived, he found the stones moved away 
and the entrance open, and seeing this, he was dumbfounded, 
seized by an anxious fear on account of what had happened. 
A report of the mystery came quickly to the residents of Syra-
cuse, who all ran together to the tomb; but no one dared go 
inside until Hermocrates ordered it. The man who was sent 
inside reported everything accurately: incredibly, the dead girl 
was not lying there! Then Chaereas himself thought he should 
go in, wanting to see Callirhoe one more time, even though 
she was dead; but searching the tomb, he could not find any-
thing either. . . . All kinds of explanations were offered by the 
crowd, but Chaereas, looking up to heaven and stretching up 
his hands, said, “Which of the gods has become my rival and 
carried off Callirhoe and now has her instead of me, against 
her will but constrained by a better fate? . . . Or did I not know 
that I had a goddess as a wife, and so her end was to be 
better than ours? But even so, she should not have left us so 
swiftly or for such a cause. . . . I will search for you over land 
and sea, and, if I could, I would even rise up into the air!” 

—Chariton, Chaereas and Callirhoe, 3.3.1-7

This passage from the novel Chaereas and Callirhoe, written by the Greek 
author Chariton of Aphrodisias sometime in the first half of the first century ce, 
describes the discovery of an empty tomb and illustrates how such a discovery 
would be interpreted. Earlier in the novel, the young husband Chaereas flies into 
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a jealous rage and kicks his wife, Callirhoe, and to all indications she dies. She 
is given a fabulous funeral and is buried with great treasures in a tomb much 
like the one described in the Gospel narratives. During the night, pirates come 
to pillage the tomb, and they break in just as Callirhoe revives, for she was not 
really dead. This is a classic example of the narrative device of apparent death, 
which, as G. W. Bowersock has remarked, “allows for all the excitement and trag-
edy of extinction and resurrection without unduly straining the credulity of the 
reader.”1 The pirates decide to take the girl along with the treasure. When the 
grief-stricken Chaereas arrives at the tomb, planning to commit suicide, he finds 
the tomb open and empty.

Had the tomb robbers been more careful about replacing the stones, of 
course, Chaereas would have carried out his plan and the story could not pro-
ceed. As readers of the canonical Gospels know, empty tombs must be seen to 
be empty (this is why the stone needs to be rolled away: see Matt. 28:2-6). The 
reader of Chaereas and Callirhoe would not confuse Callirhoe’s resuscitation 
with anything like resurrection, so what happens to Callirhoe is not really a fit-
ting parallel to what the Gospels claim happened to Jesus.2 But Chaereas does not 
know Callirhoe is alive, so the religious conclusions he draws from the missing 
body are very important. In fact, Sjef van Tilborg has recently observed that this 
“is a text which prototypically determines how . . . the disappearance of a body 
from a grave was interpreted religiously.”3

The similarities between this story and the empty tomb stories in the canonical 
Gospels are immediately striking: an early morning visit to the tomb, a stone moved 
away from the mouth of the tomb, a reaction of fear, a hesitant entry, an unsuccess-
ful search for the body, and a reason given for its absence. It is possible, as some 
have suggested, that these similarities result from Chariton’s awareness of stories or 
rumors of Jesus’ empty tomb, though it is hard to say precisely when Chariton wrote 
the novel or how far and wide such stories or rumors had circulated by the time he 
did.4 Perhaps Justin Martyr (d. c. 165 ce), by the time he wrote his Dialogue with 
Trypho, was acquainted with a rumor that the disciples had stolen the body (Dial. 
108); but we cannot be certain that Justin was not simply repeating what he learned 
from Matthew 28:13-15.5 Matthew 27–28 probably reflects a more local controversy 
over Jesus’ resurrection, rather than a story that could have reached Chariton in 
Aphrodisias (in Asia Minor) by the time he wrote his novel. In any event, the fact 
that the stories share narrative devices in common suggests either influence (one 
way or the other) on the literary level, or that there was a standard way such stories 
were told in antiquity. But what is more significant than the similarities or their 
origin is the way that the two missing bodies in the two different stories lead to two 
different conclusions. In the Gospels, the reader is led to the conclusion that God 
has raised Jesus from the dead—led, of course, by Jesus’ own predictions and by the 
interpretive help of those encountered at the tomb. In Chariton’s novel, the conclu-
sion is “assumption,” the bodily removal of a human being (living or dead) directly 
into the divine realm, as (or at) the end of that person’s earthly life.6

According to the canonical Gospels, of course, Jesus’ body is missing because 
he has risen from the dead, whereas Chaereas thinks Callirhoe’s body has been 
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taken away by the gods.7 It is interesting that it does not occur to him that she was 
not really dead but revived while in the tomb, much less that she has risen from 
the dead. This is not because the idea of resurrection was unknown to Greek 
readers. In fact, even apart from the “apparent death” motif, there are several 
instances in Greek literature of dead people becoming alive again, at least in 
terms of bodily revivification. A noteworthy example is Euripides’ story of Alces-
tis, who is brought back from the dead by Herakles. Plato knew of this story and 
allowed it as one of only a handful of examples of souls brought back from the 
dead into living bodies.8 Stories were also told of corpses being reanimated (“rev-
enants”), but such were more along the lines of “zombies.”9 In the story, Chareas 
thinks of none of these possibilities, and indeed, the obvious conclusion (that 
Callirhoe was not really dead but was abducted) does not occur to him, even 
though the tomb has been emptied not only of the body but also of the treasure. 
This is a minor glitch in the story, but it illustrates that the more common view 
was that people whose bodies disappeared were taken away by the gods, rather 
than walking around alive again on earth. In guessing what had happened to Cal-
lirhoe, Chaereas refers to other similar instances either of people who were taken 
away and made divine, or of gods who appeared as humans and whose sudden 
removal showed that they were divine (Chariton, Chaer. 3.3.4-6).

This story is also very important for another reason, since it helps us see 
some significant similarities and differences between how Greek people and Jew-
ish people thought about the idea of humans being taken bodily into the divine 
realm. In the Greek way of thinking, it was possible for a dead person to be 
taken away by the gods and deified, or made worthy of veneration as a hero.10 
As seen in the previous chapter, most sophisticated Greeks balked at the idea of 
the baser components of the human person having a share in divinity. For Jews, 
on the other hand, assumption was considered the way that God rescued certain 
extraordinarily faithful individuals from experiencing death. Thus it is almost 
always a living person who is blessed by God in this way, although, possibly 
under the influence of Greek view, there are a couple of important instances in 
later Hellenistic Jewish sources where assumption is not an escape from death. As 
we will see, even in those instances, assumption still signifies an unusual display 
of divine favor. And whereas Greeks associated divine removal with apotheosis, 
Jews thought instead that those rescued from death were waiting in heavenly 
places for their special role in the eschatological drama.11

Assumption in the Hebrew Bible, the Ancient Near East, and Early Jewish 
Apocalypticism
In the genealogy in Genesis 5, Enoch stands out: where all the other ancestors of 
Noah are said to have died, Genesis 5:24 reads, “Enoch walked with God and then 
was no more, because God took him (Heb., kî-lāqah.  ’ōtô ’ĕlōhîm).” As Gerhard 
Lohfink has observed, the Hebrew verb lqh.  (take) is standard Hebrew terminology 
for assumption.12 On first blush, it seems that Enoch’s “walking with God” was 
the reason for Enoch’s assumption. It is hard to see how “walking with God” is a 
criterion for the special honor of assumption unless it is understood as connoting 
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an extraordinary level of intimacy with God (or with the divine realm and its 
inhabitants).13 This elliptical reference to Enoch’s assumption is expanded in the 
Septuagint, which reads instead that “Enoch pleased God, and he was not found, 
because God transferred him to another place.” Here the reason for Enoch’s divine 
removal is clarified: he pleased God. The “not finding” language is typical of Hel-
lenistic references to assumption, though the motif of an unsuccessful search is 
also present in the biblical story of the assumption of Elijah, the only other char-
acter in the Hebrew Bible whose assumption is described (2 Kings 2:1-18).

In comparison with the brief note about Enoch in Genesis 5, the account 
of Elijah’s assumption is a complete story, and it contains many of the elements 
that were also standard motifs in Hellenistic assumption stories.14 Elijah knows 
beforehand that God is going to take him directly into heaven, and Elisha and 
the company of prophets know as well (see 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 9-10). The assumption 
itself is accomplished by God by means of a whirlwind, though “the chariots 
of Israel and its horsemen” are also involved (2:1, 11-12). Because the story is 
narrated from Elisha’s perspective, the removal of Elijah is expressed with “not 
seeing” language: “when he could no longer see him” (2:12). Finally, even though 
Elisha is not keen to verify Elijah’s removal, the company of prophets searches for 
him and does not find him (2:16-18). This assumption story gives no hint that 
Elijah was taken into heaven to be kept for a special eschatological role, but the 
later text Malachi 4:5-6 indicates that Elijah was expected to return before the 
Day of the Lord (see also Mark 9:11).

Similar stories about the assumption of notable figures are also found in ear-
lier sources from elsewhere in the ancient Near East. One of the earliest myths 
about a human being taken into the divine realm is found in the Akkadian story 
of Adapa (the longest account is dated to the fourteenth century bce). In this 
story, Adapa is taken up into heaven by the god Anu and is offered, but refuses, 
the gift of immortality.15 In different versions of the Mesopotamian flood story, 
the protagonist is taken away by the gods and is granted immortality in a distant 
land. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, Utnapishtim is made to dwell far away, at the 
mouths of the rivers, and he and his wife are said to become “like unto us gods.”16 
In the earlier Sumerian version of the flood story, Ziusudra is given divine life and 
eternal breath in Dilmun, the land of crossing.17 A later Hellenistic version of the 
story, from the “History of Babylonia” of Berossos, has an expanded description:

When he saw that the boat had run aground on a certain mountain, Xisouthros 
got out, with his wife and daughter and with the helmsman, and he kissed the 
ground and dedicated an altar and sacrificed to the gods. Then he and those who 
had disembarked with him disappeared. Those who had remained on the boat 
and did not get out with Xisouthros then disembarked and searched for him, 
calling out for him by name; but Xisouthros himself was no more to be seen by 
them. Then a voice came from up in the air, commanding that they should honor 
the gods. For Xisouthros had gone to dwell with the gods on account of his piety; 
and his wife and daughter and the helmsman had shared in the same honor. 
(Syncellus, Ecloga Chronographica 55)18
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Several of the motifs here are familiar from the biblical texts about Enoch and 
Elijah: disappearing (or ceasing to be seen on earth) as a way of describing a 
removal or translation by a divine agent; an unsuccessful search for the person or 
their remains; and the sense that assumption is both a mark of divine favor and a 
mark of a new status from the perspective of those who remain on earth.

In early Jewish apocalyptic literature such as 1 Enoch, divine favor and new 
postmundane status—normally a privileged role in the unfolding of the end of 
the age—are accorded to those whom God takes away. In an important little 
study, Günter Haufe concluded that “the only way a historical person could 
receive a special eschatological function is to be received into the heavenly realm 
by means of a bodily assumption.”19 Thus, if someone was taken away alive into 
heaven, it was because God’s eschatological designs included a special role for 
that individual, and not (as was the case in other ancient Near Eastern texts 
and in the Greco-Roman literary tradition) because they had been made like 
the gods. These figures, according to Haufe, are limited to Enoch, Elijah, Moses, 
Ezra, and Baruch; other human beings who are accorded a special role in apoca-
lyptic literature or traditions are never identified with specific “historical” indi-
viduals and so are not accorded the honor of a bodily removal into the divine 
realm.20 The roles imagined for these figures range from seer or witness to exalted 
heavenly judge.

Malachi 4:5-6, for instance, predicts that Elijah would come as a precursor 
to the Day of the Lord, in order to turn the hearts of parents to children and the 
hearts of children to parents; a similar role for Elijah is in view in Sirach 48:9-
10, where it is also said that he will “restore the tribes of Judah.” These texts are 
in the background of the idea that according to “the scribes,” Elijah must come 
first (that is, before the Day of the Lord and the resurrection of the dead).21 
Probably the clearest example of an apocalyptic text in which someone is taken 
up into heaven and exalted and given a special function as judge is found at the 
conclusion to the Similitudes (or Parables) of Enoch (1 Enoch 37–71), a text 
written “sometime around the turn of the era.”22 In the three Similitudes, which 
are really a combination of revelatory discourses and apocalyptic vision reports, 
Enoch sees on a number of occasions an exalted figure who goes by a variety 
of names, in particular “the Chosen One” and “that Son of Man.” This figure 
“combines the titles, attributes, and functions of the one like a son of man in 
Daniel 7:13-14, the Servant of the Lord in Second Isaiah, the Davidic Messiah, 
and pre-existent heavenly Wisdom (Proverbs 8).”23 This Chosen One, sometimes 
also called “that Son of Man,” is endowed by the “Lord of Spirits” with authority 
and “the spirit of righteousness,” so that he may preside over the eschatological 
judgment of “the kings and the mighty and the exalted and those who possess 
the earth” (1 Enoch 62:1-2). The kings and mighty ones tremble in fear at the 
sight of this figure, but the chosen will stand in his presence (62:3-8). However, 
the narrator describes this Chosen One as one who was hidden, preserved, and 
finally revealed: “For from the beginning the son of man was hidden, and the 
Most High preserved him in the presence of his might, and he revealed him to 
the chosen” (62:7).
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This language of preservation suggests that the Chosen One was a human 
figure who was kept from death by God, perhaps through assumption, and then 
kept hidden until the time came for his role in the eschatological drama to be 
played out. Even so, nothing quite prepares the reader of the Similitudes of Enoch 
for the conclusion of the book, in which it is revealed, once Enoch has made his 
final journey into the divine presence, that he himself is “that Son of Man.” “And 
that angel came to me and greeted me with his voice and said to me, ‘You are that 
son of man who was born for righteousness, and righteousness dwells on you, 
and the righteousness of the Head of Days will not forsake you’ ” (1 Enoch 71:14). 
As already noted, an earlier passage in the Similitudes describes how the Chosen 
One (Son of Man) was endowed with righteousness for the task of judgment 
(62:1-2). Scholars disagree about whether chapter 71 was originally part of the 
Similitudes or was added later.24 However, other texts also identify Enoch with 
the Son of Man, although possibly under the influence of 1 Enoch 71 (3 Enoch; 
Tg. Ps.-J. Gen. 5:26).

Enochic materials that predate the Similitudes do not focus on his assump-
tion and postearthly career, but mostly on the revelations he received in a series 
of heavenly journeys during his lifetime. It is impossible to say decisively why 
this development took place in the Enochic literature, but it probably had some-
thing to do with the way he is described in Genesis 5:24: “Enoch walked with 
God” (as the Hebrew reads), or “Enoch pleased God” (as the Septuagint reads). 
In the Book of the Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36), for instance, Enoch is commanded 
to execute judgment on the “Watchers,” that is, fallen angels, and he petitions 
on their behalf (1 Enoch 12–16; see also 87:3-4). These texts show evidence of a 
belief that after his assumption he would have had a special role as a scribe or 
recorder of the misdeeds of fallen angels or of humankind. So in the book of Jubi-
lees, a rewriting of Genesis and Exodus from the second century bce, it is said:

He was taken from human society, and we led him into the Garden of Eden for 
(his) greatness and honor. Now he is there writing down the judgment and con-
demnation of the world and all the wickedness of humankind. Because of him 
the flood water did not come on any of the land of Eden because he was placed 
there as a sign and to testify against all people in order to tell all the deeds of 
history until the day of judgment. (Jub. 4:23-24)25

In later apocalyptic writings, this task of seeing and writing revelations 
concerning the end of the age and concerning the blessings and rewards of 
humankind was accorded such importance that other scribes to whom apoca-
lyptic writings were attributed (namely, Ezra and Baruch) were also described 
as being taken into heaven at the end of their lives. With Enoch, a reference 
to his assumption (Gen. 5:24) led to speculation about the revelations he had 
received, which came to expression in the Enochic writings; however, with Ezra 
and Baruch, their scribal role in the biblical tradition gave rise to the literature, 
which credited them with the special eschatological role of seer and ultimately 
with the special honor of assumption. In the seventh and final vision in 4 Ezra, 
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a Jewish apocalyptic text from the late first century ce, God tells Ezra to make 
preparations for the end: “And now I tell you: Store up within your heart the 
signs that I have shown, the dreams that you have seen, and the interpretations 
that you have heard, for you shall be taken away from humankind, and you will 
be changed to reside with my Son and with those who are like you, until the 
times are completed” (4 Ezra 14:7-9).

However, Ezra is also given the task of instructing the people (14:13), and 
over the course of forty days he writes down all the revelations he had received. 
These revelations filled ninety-four books, of which seventy remained secret, 
only for the wise among the people (14:23-26, 37-47). Then, in an ending that 
does not survive in all versions of the text, Ezra’s assumption is described: “At 
that time Ezra was caught up, and taken to the place of those who are like him, 
after he had written all these things. And he was called the scribe of the knowl-
edge of the Most High for ever and ever.”26 A similar pattern—prediction of 
assumption, intermediate period for instruction, assumption—is also evident in 
material about Enoch and Baruch (1 Enoch 81:6 and 2 Bar. 76:1-5)27 as well as 
in Luke-Acts.28 Despite the description of Moses’ death in Deuteronomy 34:1-8, 
traditions about his assumption were evidently in circulation, as were traditions 
about his role in the end of the age, although these are not as explicit as those 
just discussed.29

Assumption in Greco-Roman Writings, Hellenistic Judaism,  
and Early Christianity
There are some significant similarities in language and associated motifs between 
Greek and Hellenistic Jewish stories about humans being taken bodily into 
the divine realm. Standard terminology includes “taking up” language (Gk., 
analambanō), “rapture” or “taking away” language (harpazō), “translation” or 
“transferral” language (metatithēmi), and “disappearing” (aphanizō) or “not see-
ing/finding” language (ou + horaō or heuriskō); and standard motifs, after the 
fact, include unsuccessful search for remains, and worship (whether of the per-
son taken away or of God).30 Many of these features are evident in the above 
excerpts about Elijah (from 2 Kings 2) and about Xisouthros (from Berossos). 
But one important point separates Greek and Jewish thinking about assump-
tion, and that had to do with whether a person had to be taken into the divine 
realm while still alive. According to ancient Greek sources, people could be taken 
alive into the presence of the gods and sometimes reappeared to confirm their 
apotheosis, as we saw above in chapter 1.31 But if a corpse disappeared from a 
tomb, a bier, or a funeral pyre, this would be interpreted, as in the story about 
Callirhoe, as proof that the person had been taken bodily (and after his or her 
death) to the gods.32 Sometimes such a narrative was meant to explain how a 
human being had become a god (as with Herakles) or worthy of veneration as a 
hero (as with Aristeas), or to account for the end of the earthly career of a god 
who had been sojourning among humans (as was hinted about Romulus).33 This 
last idea is found in Josephus, who—writing for a non-Jewish audience—hinted 
that Moses was taken away by God but sought to conceal this so that it would not 
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be thought that he had “returned to the divinity” (that is, whence he had come).34 
As seen in the citation at the beginning of this chapter, Chaereas concluded from 
Callirhoe’s empty tomb that either (a) she had been taken away by some deity or 
deities, or (b) she had been a goddess all along and had simply left the earth by 
disappearing.

A hero cult would be located at a shrine called a herōon, typically associ-
ated with a grave site thought to contain the hero’s remains.35 However, in nar-
rative sources, the motif of disappearance or assumption was a common way to 
describe the end of a hero’s life, although such an idea would not be integrated 
into the hero cult.36 Different ancient sources appear to offer conflicting interpre-
tations of the missing body motif, particularly as to whether a cult was justified 
if the body had disappeared and there were no remains to situate the hero at the 
site of his memorial. Lawrence Wills comments, however, that “the variety of 
reactions to the missing-body problem, then, indicates not a lack of tangible evi-
dence of divinization, but an indeterminacy of status for the hero that is meant to 
be provocative and suggestive.”37 Often, however, the anabiōsis, or return to life, 
which was always assumed if a hero was thought to have any ongoing influence, 
was not tied to a removal like this: “Divinization of a dead hero in Greek culture 
is accomplished by the burial of the body and the ascension of the spirit.”38 In 
Philostratus’s Heroikos, however, the process by which Protesilaos received his 
anabiōsis was a secret teaching (Her. 58.2).

In any case, the connection in Greek thinking between postmortem dis-
appearance and apotheosis was so strong that there are numerous examples of 
individuals conspiring before they died to hide their remains in order to pro-
mote their postmortem veneration. Arrian, for instance, told about Alexander 
the Great contriving to effect his own bodily disappearance so that he would 
thereafter be revered as a god.39 Examples of the contrived disappearance were 
well known and numerous, so that Celsus (c. 180 ce), in an interesting turn on 
the rumor that the disciples of Jesus had stolen the body, could refer to such 
examples as arguments against the resurrection of Jesus.40 Sometimes, however, 
the “logic” of this connection could work in the opposite direction. The Ptole-
maic queen Arsinoë II Philadelphos (316–270 or 268 bce), during her lifetime, 
was revered with her brother and husband, Ptolemy II Philadelphos (309–246 
bce), as one of the theoi adelphoi (sibling gods); but after her death, the poet Cal-
limachus wrote an elegy entitled “The Deification of Arsinoë,” which evidently 
described how she was taken away by the Dioscouroi (the twin gods Castor and 
Pollux).41 The text is fragmentary, and no narration of the assumption survives; 
but the poem does describe the smoke from her funeral pyre, which might be an 
accommodation of the idea to the Herakles myth. It would seem that her venera-
tion as a god during her lifetime led to the idea that she had been taken away by 
the gods at or after her death.42

Even under the influence of Hellenism, Jewish writers continued to think 
of assumption as an escape from death, although sometimes they made use of 
assumption language and associated ideas to talk about someone who had died, 
thinking of an assumption not of the body but of the soul. This understanding of 
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apotheosis had become fairly standard in Greco-Roman thought, especially since 
it did not conflict with more elevated anthropologies. More commonly, as seen in 
the previous chapter, apotheosis was thought to coincide with the dissolution of the 
physical body, rather than with its removal into the divine realm. About Enoch, for 
instance, Philo of Alexandria wrote: “When he was sought, he was invisible, not 
merely rapt from their eyes. . . . He is said (to have moved) from a sensible and vis-
ible place to an incorporeal and intelligible form” (Quaest. in Gen. 1.86).43 This is an 
elevation to another plane of existence, but one outside the body. What Philo said 
about the end of Moses clarifies this somewhat: “The Father transposed entirely his 
natural dyad of body and soul into a single reconstituted nature, into mind, just like 
the sun” (Mos. 2.288). As we saw in the previous chapter, Plutarch wrote that the 
soul, and only the soul, ascends to the divine realm because inherently it belongs 
there. Of course, Plutarch represents a host of Greek writers who thought that it 
was “natural” (Gk., kata phusin) for the soul to ascend to a higher plane of existence 
after death frees it from the body, because of its immortality.44 Some authors recon-
ciled older stories about “disappearance” with this anthropology by claiming that 
the soul had shed the body, or that the body had melted away.

The idea of the assumption of the soul developed from this anthropology. 
As Lohfink noted, the apotheosis of the Roman emperor was reinterpreted as 
an assumption of the soul, even though it was originally patterned after the 
assumption of Romulus and according to some sources incorporated a manu-
factured “disappearance” in the funeral ceremony (the wax effigy of the emperor 
would melt on the pyre).45 Hellenistic Jewish writers took over this view of the 
entrance into the afterlife and applied it to notable figures. Arie Zwiep explains 
that a “crude cosmology” underlies belief in assumption, and “the more refined 
‘assumption of the soul’ lent itself much more to integration into the OT-Jewish 
context of belief.”46 Texts that describe assumptions of the soul characteristically 
use variations on the “taking up” language but not disappearance language, since 
the body of the person does not disappear from the mortal realm. Abraham’s 
soul was taken up in this way, according to the Testament of Abraham, a text that 
survives in heavily Christianized forms.47

And immediately Michael the archangel stood alongside him with a multitude 
of angels, and they took up his precious soul in their hands, in a divinely woven 
linen; and they attended to the body of the upright Abraham with divine oint-
ments and spices until the third day after his death, and then they buried it in 
the promised land, at the Oak of Mamre; but the angels escorted his precious 
soul in a procession, going up into heaven singing the thrice-holy hymn to God, 
the ruler of all, and they set [Abraham’s soul] there for the worship of the God 
and Father. (T. Abr. [Longer Recension] 20:10-12)48

Notice that the body is buried but the soul is escorted by angels into heaven. 
Similar stories are also told about Adam, Moses, and Job.49 

Something different from soul assumption is found in Wisdom of Solomon 
2–5. Language drawn from Genesis 5:24 LXX, about how Enoch pleased God 
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and then was taken away, is applied in Wisdom 4:10-15 to a paradigmatic “Righ-
teous One” who dies an unjust death. This almost euphemistic use of assump-
tion language—similar to the way English speakers today sometimes talk about 
someone being “taken” to describe a sudden or unexpected death—draws on 
language and ideas found in Greek consolation literature and epitaphs.50 In those 
sources, assumption language is often used to express the grief of parents at the 
untimely death of a child. Sometimes the early death is rationalized in terms of a 
malevolent deity stealing the child. For instance, in the following epitaph, Hades 
is accused of undue haste and of robbing the parents of their child: “Insatiable 
Hades, why did you snatch away my child so suddenly? Why did you hasten? 
Do we not all belong to you?” (Rome, second or third century ce).51 And yet 
early death was often seen as an indication of divine favor, as in the following 
epitaph:

Fifteen years old, you were snatched away by the cruel thread of the Fates,
Attalos, the delight of your most noble mother, Tyche;
You practiced wisdom and . . . into all good things,
Attalos, your life was well-blessed by Fate.
Do not be overly sorrowful: for though you are young, as some say,
If one is friend to the gods, he has a swift death. (Gythium, c. 75 bce)52

This use of assumption language may be behind Callimachus’s poem 
about Arsinoë, which refers to the queen as “stolen by the gods,” and whose 
fragmentary conclusion runs somewhat as follows: “intense lamentations . . . 
this single voice . . . [our] Queen, departed.”53 This is exactly the sense in which 
assumption language is used of the Righteous One in Wisdom 4. “He became 
well pleasing to God, and was beloved by him, and while living among sinners, 
he was taken up; he was snatched away so that evil would not alter his under-
standing, or deceit lead his soul astray” (Wisd. 4:10-11). The untimely death of 
the Righteous One is interpreted as a kind of “taking away,” just as in the Greek 
consolation literature and in the epitaphs cited above. Note also that his early 
death is considered God’s rescue of his soul from sin and deceit. What is strik-
ing about this text from Wisdom of Solomon is that the idea of heavenly exal-
tation or eschatological function, typical in the Jewish tradition but not found 
in Greek consolation materials, is retained. For in what seems to be a post-
mortem judgment scene, the wicked who condemned the Righteous One to an 
unjust death (Wisd. 2:12-20) see him standing with great confidence: they are 
amazed at his salvation and repent of their misdeeds (4:16-20; 5:1-13).

One extraordinary example of postmortem assumption is found in the 
Testament of Job. In this writing, assumption language is used to explain what 
happened to the bones of Job’s dead children—and so it describes their physi-
cal removal by God after death. Sitidos, Job’s wife, implores Eliphas to search 
through the ruins of their house in order to recover the children’s bones (T. Job 
39:8-11). Job recalls:
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And they went off to dig, but I stopped them, saying, “Do not fatigue yourselves 
without a cause; for you will not find my children, because they were taken up 
into heaven by the Creator, their King.” So they answered me again and said, 
“Who would not say that you have lost your mind and are raving mad, because 
you say, ‘My children were taken up into heaven’? So make the truth known 
to us.” . . . And after a prayer I said to them, “Look up with your eyes to the 
east, and behold my children crowned with the glory of the heavenly one.” And 
when Sitidos my wife saw them, she fell down on the ground worshipping and 
she said, “Now I know that the Lord has remembered me.” (T. Job 39:11-13; 
40:3-4a)

This text contains standard “taking up” language, the unsuccessful search motif 
(which, importantly, indicates that this is not a soul assumption), the worship 
of God, and, interestingly, a claim about the heavenly exaltation of the dead 
children. This text also shows that the influence of the Greek stories of divine 
removal on Jewish writers was not limited to narrative or linguistic or stylistic 
features, but extended even (at least in this exceptional case) to the basic ques-
tion of whether assumption had to be an escape from death.54 It also raises the 
possibility that Jewish followers of Jesus could have interpreted stories or rumors 
about his empty tomb along the lines of assumption rather than resurrection. 
As Arie Zwiep says, “Any serious rapture claim would need an empty tomb or at 
least the absence of a corpse.”55

The early followers of Jesus were, of course, recipients of this rich religious 
tradition. One illustrative text is the story of Jesus’ transfiguration (Mark 9:2-8 
and parallels), already discussed briefly in an earlier chapter. Although this story 
is sometimes considered a displaced resurrection appearance,56 it is worth con-
sidering here because of what it seems to convey theologically not about Jesus, 
but about Moses and Elijah. They were able to appear because they were thought 
to have been taken up into heaven, as discussed above.57 Their disappearance, in 
addition, is narrated using standard motifs of assumption stories: the obscuring 
cloud (Mark 9:7 and parallels) and “not seeing” language (Mark 9:8; Matt. 17:8). 
In Mark they seem to appear as heavenly witnesses to the eschatological charac-
ter of Jesus’ earthly ministry, but in Revelation they are (evidently) the two wit-
nesses who prophesy against the Beast and who are slain by him only to be raised 
from the dead and taken back into heaven (Rev. 11:3-13).58 In Christ’s Descent 
into Hell, an appendix to the Acts of Pilate dating probably to the fifth century, 
this passage from Revelation is revisited, except that here the two witnesses are 
not Moses and Elijah, but Enoch and Elijah.

Thus [Christ] went into Paradise holding our forefather Adam by the hand, 
and he handed him over and all the righteous to Michael the archangel. And 
as they were entering the gate of Paradise, two old men met them. The holy 
fathers asked them: “Who are you, who have not seen death nor gone down 
into Hades, but dwell in Paradise with your bodies and souls? One of them 
answered, “I am Enoch, who pleased God and was removed here by him; and 
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this is Elijah the Tishbite. We shall live until the end of the world, but then we 
shall be sent by God to withstand the Antichrist and to be killed by him. And 
after three days we shall rise again and be caught up in clouds to meet the Lord.” 
(Acts Pil. 25)59

What is remarkable about this late text is how consistent the idea of assumption 
has remained even to this point in the development of Christian legend: Enoch 
and Elijah were removed by God and preserved body and soul in Paradise for 
their role in the battle against Antichrist.

Other late traditions could also be mentioned,60 but the most important 
assumption story in the early Christian writings is, of course, the story of Jesus’ 
ascension, found only in Luke-Acts (Luke 24:50-53; Acts 1:6-11). As Lohfink 
showed, Luke’s stories of Jesus’ ascension into heaven were patterned after 
Hellenistic assumption stories, and so they contain the typical motifs and lan-
guage discussed above.61 Most scholars agree with this form-critical assessment, 
though some differ on the extent to which Luke was influenced by Greek stories 
(rather than by Jewish ones).62 Another point on which opinions diverge is the 
origin of the ascension story: is it traditional or was it composed by Luke?63 
Whatever its origin, the combination of two different and distinct categories—
resurrection and assumption—is evidently new (although Mark had already 
combined them).64 This amalgamation indicates that the two categories were 
different enough from one another in Luke’s view that they could be combined 
and still be distinct, although, obviously, the combination means Luke thought 
them to be compatible or at least reconcilable. This is different from the way that 
Mark 16 depicts the resurrection of Jesus as an assumption into the heavenly 
realm, an idea that is also reflected somewhat in Matthew’s empty tomb story. 
The ascension of the risen Jesus is clearly of great importance to Luke’s narrative 
theological framework: it is on the Gospel’s narrative horizon already at Luke 
9:51, it forms the Gospel’s climax, and it has a prominent place at the beginning 
of his second volume.

What is less clear is what the ascension of Jesus signified for Luke. Perhaps 
it narrativizes the exaltation of Jesus to the right hand of God, as the longer end-
ing of Mark (Ps.-Mark 16:19) suggests.65 However, certain (admittedly difficult) 
texts in Luke-Acts (especially Luke 24:26; Acts 2:32-36; 5:30-31) might prohibit 
that reading.66 Zwiep argues that, for Luke, the resurrection already implies Jesus’ 
exaltation, and the addition of an assumption story expresses, quite in line with 
Jewish tradition, the conviction that Jesus was, like Enoch, Elijah, and Moses, 
being kept in heaven until the end of the age.67 What is important to note is 
that Luke, whether the recipient of a tradition about Jesus’ ascension or its origi-
nator, evidently thought that “resurrection” and “assumption” were sufficiently 
different from one another, expressing sufficiently different christological ideas, 
and regarded both categories as indispensable to his christological purposes. Of 
course, Luke did not think resurrection and assumption were at odds with each 
other, or else he would not have let both stand in his work; however, the assump-
tion of Jesus in Luke-Acts is something of an anomaly in comparison with other 
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instances in Greco-Roman or Jewish sources, for here someone is raised from the 
dead and then is taken up into heaven. The bodily aspect of assumption is also 
very important for Luke, who elsewhere stresses the straightforward corporeality 
of the appearances of the risen Jesus (Luke 24:12, 36-43). The ascension is one 
way that Luke can affirm that Jesus’ ongoing existence is not in a purely “spiri-
tual” mode and can indicate that this kind of physical postresurrection presence 
is only temporary.68

Other instances of assumption legends in early Christian writings do not add 
much to the picture, but two interesting examples of postmortem disappearance 
from extracanonical materials are worth mentioning. First, in the text known as 
the Infancy Gospel of James (late second century ce),69 Zechariah, the father of 
John the Baptist (as in Luke 1), is murdered by henchmen of Herod during the 
violence that ensues after the departure of the wise men (as in Matt. 2:13-18). 
They approach him in the temple while he is performing his duties, demanding 
to know where he has hidden John, for Herod suspects John might be the Mes-
siah (Prot. Jac. 23:1-6). When threatened by Herod’s servants, Zechariah replies, 
“I am God’s martyr. You may have my blood, but the Lord will receive my spirit, 
because you are shedding innocent blood in the forecourt of the sanctuary of the 
Lord” (23:7). When Zechariah fails to appear, one of the priests goes in to investi-
gate, finding dried blood by the altar and hearing a voice that says that Zechariah 
has been murdered and will be avenged. Then the others go in to see:

And gathering up their courage, they went in and saw what had happened. 
And the ornamented panel on the ceiling of the sanctuary cried out, and the 
priests tore [their robes] from top to bottom. And although they did not find 
his corpse, they did find his blood, which had been turned to stone. Greatly 
afraid, they went out and they told the people that Zechariah had been mur-
dered. (24:7-10)

This story may have been generated by confusion about which Zechariah was 
murdered in the sanctuary. Matthew 23:34-36 and Luke 11:49-51, sayings derived 
from Q, refer to the murder of the prophet Zechariah in 2 Chronicles 24:20-22, 
and also reference innocent blood. The “not finding” language in Infancy James 
is reminiscent of 2 Kings 2 and of other assumption stories, so the disappear-
ance of the corpse is not to be explained by supposing that the murderers had 
disposed of the body secretly.70 An explanation of this disappearance is given in 
the Apocalypse of Paul (late fourth century ce). Paul meets John, Zechariah, and 
Abel (who is paired with Zechariah in the Q saying). Zechariah says to Paul, “I 
am he whom they killed while I was presenting the offering to God; and when 
the angels came for the offering, they carried my body up to God, and no one 
found where my body was taken” (Apoc. Paul 51).71 In these traditions, the post-
mortem disappearance of the body is the divine corrective for the injustice of 
Zechariah’s murder, particularly because Jesus himself mentions the killing as 
an act that represents paradigmatically the rejection of God’s emissaries (Matt. 
23:34-35; Luke 11:49-51).
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Second, stories about the end of Mary the mother of Jesus use the standard 
language and motifs of assumption. The manuscript evidence for the Assumption 
or Dormition of Mary dates from the fifth century ce, but Stephen Shoemaker 
suggests that the earliest form of the story could go back to the third century.72 It 
appears that the concern was not only to tell stories that legitimated the increas-
ing veneration of Mary, but also to answer a theological problem: what fate is 
appropriate to the body that bore God? The physical body of the Theotokos could 
in no way suffer the dishonor of decay in the tomb, so stories were generated 
about her bodily assumption into heaven. In this way, the assumption of Mary is 
more a rescue from the after-effects of death than from death itself. In the words 
of Theoteknos of Livias (probably early seventh century ce):

Even though the God-bearing body of that holy one did taste death, it was not 
corrupted; for it was kept incorrupt and free of decay, and it was lifted up to 
heaven with her pure and spotless soul by the holy archangels and powers; there 
it remains, exalted above Enoch and Elijah and all the prophets and apostles, 
above all the heavens, below God alone—who has been pleased to arrange all 
things for our salvation.73

The stories about Mary’s assumption diverge greatly in the details, but typically, 
as in this excerpt, her death is not denied; instead, the stories sometimes combine 
two devices that in the earlier Jewish and Christian literary tradition were kept 
strictly separate. There are narratives that describe as separate events both (1) the 
assumption of Mary’s soul, often escorted by the exalted Christ or by Michael, 
into heaven, and (2) the assumption of her body, which is sometimes narrated 
as a disappearance of her body from the tomb. The above excerpt hints at both 
these ideas: “It was lifted up to heaven with her pure and spotless soul.” In this 
homily and in many other sources, the biblical characters of Enoch and Elijah are 
frequently mentioned as being of lesser honor than Mary; this shows that those 
who thought about the end of Mary in these ways did not consider their ideas 
about the postmortem disappearance of her body (and the assumption of her 
soul) to be completely in keeping with traditional ideas about assumption.74 The 
combination of these two categories gave rise to another narrative development: 
the reunion of Mary’s body and soul in heaven, which is already found in the ear-
liest recoverable narrative about the assumption of Mary (Ethiopic Liber Requiei 
89).75 The assumption of the soul and the postmortem bodily disappearance in 
these traditions seem to carry the idea of exaltation or apotheosis, which was 
prevalent in older assumption stories and traditions; but the notion of rescuing a 
body from decay because of its dignity is something of a new development.76

Interpreting Empty Tombs and Missing Bodies
Most of the materials we have been considering in this chapter run against the 
grain of the way ancients usually thought about the afterlife: normally it was 
considered to have more to do with the soul than the body. As we have seen, Plu-
tarch represents the sophisticated person who could not see how or why anyone 
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would think that the body would have any share in the divinity. But according 
to popular belief, at least, there were some exceptions to the rule that when life 
continued after death, it continued apart from the body. One way that life could 
continue in the body for some individuals was assumption, an idea quite distinct 
from resurrection even in the early Jewish and Christian writings. Importantly, 
in all the Jewish and Christian texts in which a body disappears, resurrection 
language is never used to describe what “happened” to the person—except in the 
Gospel stories about the empty tomb of Jesus.

Four implications of this discussion should by now be clear. First, a missing 
body was far more likely to be interpreted as an instance of assumption (removal 
by divine agent) than an instance of resurrection or resuscitation. In general, 
assumption was a special divine blessing bestowed upon individuals, and resur-
rection in Jewish thought was normally considered to be a corporate eschatologi-
cal phenomenon by which the people of God would be reconstituted. In Greek 
thought resurrection was not entirely unknown, although it was not expressed 
in the same linguistic or theological terms as in Jewish literature. The more com-
mon ideas were apotheosis (which often was associated with assumption) and 
anabiōsis, the restoration to life necessary for a hero’s ongoing influence (which 
usually was not associated with assumption). Second, even though the tendency 
in the Jewish tradition was to think of assumption as an escape from death (as 
opposed to something that could happen after or at the point of death), certain 
texts display an interest in applying assumption language and associated motifs 
(especially divine favor and exaltation or eschatological function) to people who 
clearly had died. This development is evident in Jewish literature from around 
the turn of the era. Third, in both Greek and Jewish thought, assumption was 
reserved for special cases and so was associated with ideas such as divine favor 
and/or apotheosis (in the Greek tradition) or divine favor and/or special escha-
tological function (in the Jewish tradition). This also applies to the motif of the 
assumption of the soul, which in Jewish texts is reserved only for figures like 
Abraham and Moses. Fourth, as we saw in the previous chapter on Paul, the 
earliest resurrection tradition focused on the appearances of Jesus and did not 
mention at all the disappearance of Jesus’ body from the tomb. If, as appears to 
be the case from the Jerusalem Lament saying (Q 13:34-35), some early followers 
of Jesus were thinking about his end in terms of assumption and eschatological 
function, then the focus was not on Jesus’ appearances (as signifying that he was 
raised from the dead), but on his disappearance (as signifying that he was exalted 
to heaven to await his role as the Son of Man).
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4. The Sayings Gospel Q: 
“You Will Not See Me”

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones 
those sent to her—how often did I desire to gather your chil-
dren, like a hen gathers her nestlings under her wings, but you 
did not desire that. Behold, your house is forsaken. [And] I tell 
you, you will not see me until [the time comes when] you say, 
‘Blessed is the Coming One in the name of the Lord!’” 

—Q 13:34-351

Biblical scholars call the ancient collection of Jesus’ sayings that was used by 
the authors of Matthew and Luke “the Sayings Source Q” (from the German 
word for “source,” Quelle), or now sometimes “the Sayings Gospel Q.” Q is part of 
the Two Document Hypothesis: certain features of the Synoptic Gospels (Mat-
thew, Mark, and Luke), especially the patterns of agreement and disagreement 
in the wording and ordering of various episodes, have led a majority of scholars 
to conclude (1) that Mark wrote first and was used by Matthew and Luke as the 
major source for their narratives about Jesus, and (2) that the best explanation 
for the sayings material Matthew and Luke have in common (but did not get 
from Mark) is that they used a common documentary source (that is, an actual 
text) that is now lost.2 Although there is still some debate on this point, in this 
book I take for granted that Q was an actual document, one that scholars today 
have “reconstructed” from Matthew and Luke and analyzed as to its contents, 
outlook, theology, even its compositional history.3 As for its current designation 
as “gospel” among scholars of Christian origins, John Kloppenborg points out 
that although the word gospel (euaggelion) was not used for a literary genre in the 
first century, it was used to describe “a message of the decisive transformation of 
human life.” In this sense, Q is “every bit as much a gospel” as the proclamation 
of Paul or the canonical Gospels.4

The genre of Q has proved to be an important question for understanding 
this text, and it is particularly significant for our study. As a collection of say-
ings, it has a number of analogues in ancient literature across many cultures, and 
these vary greatly in both form and content. But this is not to say enough about 
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Q, because identifying genre “is of fundamental importance in evaluating what 
kind of discourse Q represents.”5 Kloppenborg has argued at length that Q shares 
various rhetorical and generic features with both instructional collections and 
chreiae collections (a chreia is a short anecdote about a particular speaker, which 
could be rhetorically elaborated in order to develop its sense).6 Migako Sato, on 
the other hand, has argued that Q is more like a book of one of the prophets, 
mainly because some sayings are cast as divine revelation and because Q con-
tains different kinds of prophetic discourse (including oracles, woes, and the 
like).7 The contents of Q can be rather simplistically divided into either wisdom 
instruction or apocalyptic/prophetic speech, but taking either as of more funda-
mental influence in the composition of the text does not necessarily mean that 
“sapiential” and “apocalyptic” materials do not belong together.8 In any event, in a 
sayings collection such as Q, the death of the speaker is not necessarily going to 
be an issue, because the sayings validate themselves for the reader/hearer—they 
are valuable on their own terms, whether as revelatory speech, wisdom instruc-
tion, or what have you.

We would not expect Q as a “sayings collection” to include narrative mate-
rial about the death and resurrection of Jesus. It does not, although some parts 
of Q are narrative,9 and some of the sayings have a basic narrative framework.10 
On the other hand, the canonical Gospels contain sayings, outside of the passion 
narratives, about opposition to Jesus’ ministry and about his death and resurrec-
tion. Three times in Mark (Mark 8:31-33; 9:31-32; 10:32-34) Jesus predicts his 
rejection, death, and resurrection, and the author of Mark uses these three pre-
dictions not only to foreshadow the passion narrative, but also to gather together 
material about how discipleship and rejection/persecution are related (see, e.g., 
Mark 8:31-33 and 8:34–9:1; note how prominently “leading” and “following” fig-
ure in Mark 10:32-34). The passion predictions, as they are called, are also found 
in Matthew and Luke, and other sayings in the Synoptics similarly look ahead to 
the death of Jesus and his resurrection.11 We might expect comparable sayings in 
Q, since there is material in Q about opposition and faithful discipleship (e.g., Q 
6:22-23), but there is no saying that makes the death and resurrection of Jesus 
explicit.

Instead, what we find in Q is material about how faithful prophets and emis-
saries of God are treated by God’s people, and also about the sort of vindication 
they might hope for, but none of this is expressed in Q in an individualized way 
about Jesus, at least not overtly. So nowhere in Q is Jesus’ death even mentioned, 
much less his resurrection; this has led some scholars to conclude that the people 
who composed and used Q did not consider these issues important.12 Yet, as 
we will see, Q does contain material that implies not only a knowledge of Jesus’ 
death, but even the sense that it formed a paradigmatic case of faithfulness in 
the face of rejection and persecution. Q also contains several sayings that speak 
of “the Son of Man,” who in some ways is both a heavenly and an eschatological 
figure, and whose coming would occasion judgment. “Son of Man” is also the 
characteristic way Jesus refers to himself, often without any particular emphasis 
on any extraordinary role or status—so the reader of Q is invited to identify the 
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Jesus who speaks with the Son of Man who would come. This raises the question 
of how, in the theology of Q, the Jesus who is rejected and dies is to be identified 
as the Son of Man, or—in John the Baptist’s terminology—the “Coming One.”

Some scholars have proposed that there is a hint of an answer in Q 13:34-
35, the Jerusalem Lament, which ends with a very cryptic remark: “You will not 
see me until you say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord’ ” (v. 
35).13 In Luke 13:34-35, Jesus says this on his way to Jerusalem (see Luke 9:51), 
and this foreshadows for Luke’s readers Jesus riding on the donkey’s colt into 
Jerusalem, where the crowd acclaims Jesus with the same words from Psalm 118 
(Luke 19:38). This is exactly what the author of Luke wanted to convey. When 
Jesus finally does arrive in Jerusalem in Luke, the reader is not misled by this 
“triumphal entry,” for Jesus’ rejection is still on the horizon: “It is unthinkable for 
a prophet to die outside of Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33, a saying found only in Luke). 
However, material from Q needs to be read in terms of its own context, at least 
as far as that can be reconstructed, and the entry into Jerusalem is not part of 
Q. Matthew places the Jerusalem Lament, in fact, after Jesus has already entered 
Jerusalem (Matt. 23:37-39), so that when Jesus says, “You will not see me until 
you say, ‘Blessed is the Coming One in the name of the Lord,’ ” the reader has to 
conclude that Jesus in Matthew has the parousia in mind, not the “triumphal 
entry.”14

This line looked ahead to the future “being seen” of the Coming One in its 
original Q context as well. As Dieter Zeller has observed, the language of “not 
seeing” in close connection with an eschatological prediction suggests that this 
cryptic remark is really a prediction of Jesus’ assumption.15 As discussed in the 
previous chapter, the divine removal of an individual from earth to the divine 
realm was often expressed using disappearance or not seeing/finding language 
(as, e.g., in the stories about Elijah and Xisouthros). In addition, we would expect 
that Jewish followers of Jesus who thought about his end in this way would more 
likely think of his “exaltation” in the sense of being reserved in heaven for a spe-
cial eschatological role, rather than the occasion of his apotheosis, although this 
perhaps is not to be ruled out entirely. There is, as we will see, other evidence 
from Q that substantiates this reading of the Jerusalem Lament. Not only that, 
but the earliest version of the empty tomb story could also point to the view that 
Jesus had been taken away by God, rather than the view that he had been raised 
from the dead and was alive again on earth outside the tomb. Assumption, as the 
previous chapter showed, was the more common religious interpretation given 
to an empty tomb or a missing body. This view of removal-parousia stands in 
marked contrast with the resurrection-appearance schema that was foundational 
for Paul.

This raises a number of important questions. First, what does the disap-
pearance of Jesus in Q 13:34-35 signify, and can it be seen as a christological 
answer to the problem of Jesus’ death? Second, where would this idea of Jesus’ 
assumption have come from? Was Q 13:34-35 attributed to Jesus by members of 
the movement who wanted to express the conviction that Jesus was exalted in 
heaven and would return someday? Or did some of Jesus’ followers conclude for 
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other reasons that Jesus had been taken up into heaven, and only then begin to 
explore the theological implications? Third, how different is the idea of “assump-
tion” from the idea of “resurrection”? Is it possible that the people who composed 
and used Q thought about Jesus’ vindication in both ways?

The Trouble with Q
A more fundamental question needs to be explored first, however: what use is Q 
in reconstructions of Christian origins? Most biblical scholars agree that the so-
called Two Document Hypothesis—the theory (described above) that Matthew 
and Luke composed their Gospels using Mark and Q as their two source texts—is 
the best solution to the Synoptic Problem, but even among those scholars there 
is wide disagreement as to what to do with Q. How much can we infer from Q, as 
far as it can be reconstructed from Matthew and Luke, about its genre, composi-
tion, or social setting, given that it is a “document” reconstructed on the basis of a 
hypothesis? This is an important question for the present investigation, especially 
when it comes to two issues: the original extent of Q (what it contained versus 
what it did not), and the original function of Q (how it was used or regarded by 
the people who put it together).16

If we seriously consider Q as a part of a solution to the problem of the 
Synoptics’ composition, then within the scope of the Two Document Hypoth-
esis, the contents, history of composition, genre and function, theology, and 
social setting of the Q document are all fair topics for investigation. Taking 
this approach means that Q is not just a cipher in an equation, like x in algebra. 
Not all proponents of the Two Document Hypothesis agree: some are skeptical 
about Q altogether, while others hesitate because Q is “hypothetical.”17 Even 
Q scholars differ on how far to go down the road of Q.18 Granted, caution is 
always required, given that the reconstructed Q is not as verifiably certain in 
terms of its contents as, for instance, Mark—but even Mark, because of text-
critical problems, is still a reconstructed text, even if the reconstruction is not 
of the same order as Q.19 It cannot be determined with certainty, for instance, 
whether Matthew and Luke had different versions of Q (or Mark!), or whether 
material unique to either Matthew or Luke could have been originally present 
in Q and omitted by one of the evangelists but not both. On these finer points 
there is room for debate, but Matthew and Luke have enough Q material in 
common to provide a sufficiently clear “base text.” Given such a reconstructed 
Q—given, that is, what can be determined with a measure of certainty about the 
document’s contents and genre—it should be fair to ask, next, the significance 
of both the presence of certain kinds of material and the absence of other kinds 
of material, as we have had to do with Paul.20 As things stand, a reconstructed 
“minimal Q” should be sufficient to establish its theology both on the grounds 
of what it does contain and on the grounds of what it might reasonably have 
been expected to contain but does not.21 Kloppenborg is right to observe that 
“Q does not offer a complete catalogue of the Q group’s beliefs.” Yet what Q does 
contain must be deemed significant, and what it does not contain cannot be 
taken for granted.22
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More to the point is what to do with the theology of a “base text” of Q once 
those views have been delineated. When it comes to the Pauline letter corpus 
or Luke-Acts, for example, scholars suppose that they have a good idea of the 
authors’ theological views, and tend to be skeptical of attempts to assign to those 
authors theological views they do not express or appear to take for granted. This 
is the case even though our descriptions of the theology of Paul or of Luke are 
necessarily limited by the kinds of literature they wrote, and by what has survived 
of their writings. Similarly with Q, we can reconstruct its characteristic theology 
by examining its contents, even if we cannot be absolutely sure that those who 
put Q together did not hold other views not expressed in the Q material.23 As 
already noted, many Q scholars are willing to call Q a “gospel,” thinking that 
in some way it guided or even encapsulated the theological views of those who 
composed and used it.24 But we should be careful not to assume too much (one 
way or the other) on the basis of what is not in Q. For Q is silent on matters of 
great importance to how its place within the early Christian movements is to be 
determined. This is especially true with regard to particular interpretations of 
the death of Jesus or conceptions of his postmortem vindication and ongoing or 
future significance.25

The silence of Q on these matters has been viewed in several ways since 
Q came to be viewed as a document worthy of study in its own right.26 A stan-
dard view for a long time was that Q was intended as a supplement to the basic 
kerygma about the death and resurrection of Jesus (as encapsulated, for instance, 
in the pre-Pauline formula used in 1 Cor. 15:3-5 + 7). On this view, Q was a col-
lection of Jesus’ ethical and missional instructions, meant for Christian groups 
who already “knew the story of the Cross by heart.”27 This view met with resis-
tance after the work of Heinz Eduard Tödt, who argued that Q was not meant 
to supplement a kerygmatic Christianity, but originated in a “second sphere” of 
Christianity that did not proclaim Jesus’ death and resurrection but reproclaimed 
his proclamation; this explains Q’s silence on these topics.28 While most advo-
cates of Q would agree with Tödt’s conclusion, many would hesitate to assume, 
as he did, that it was ultimately their belief in Jesus’ resurrection that validated 
his sayings for the Q people.29 In a slightly different take on the question, James 
Robinson argued that the self-evident validity of the sayings of Jesus in Q was 
evidence of an Easter moment, as it were.30 To be sure, the weight of Jesus’ say-
ings in Q—that is, they are not only instruction or ethical teaching, but words to 
live by in view of the coming eschatological judgment—need not presuppose any 
kind of elevated and/or apocalyptic Christology, just as the book of Isaiah did not 
need to claim any such thing for the prophet; but thinking of Jesus as apocalyptic 
Son of Man must, particularly if Q shows evidence that its compiler(s) knew how 
Jesus died.31 As we will see, in some sayings, Q does represent such a view of 
Jesus, but not on the basis of a belief in his resurrection (per se).

Q and the Postmortem Vindication of Jesus
Although Q does not contain any specific references to the death of Jesus, much 
less a passion narrative, ignorance of his death on the part of those who wrote 
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and used Q would be difficult to argue. It is scarcely possible to begin with that 
people who collected and organized sayings of Jesus into a document did not 
know that the Romans crucified him in Jerusalem.32 Given this opening sup-
position, certain sayings included in Q must reflect knowledge of the fact and 
means of Jesus’ death. An obvious example is Q 14:27, which connects cross and 
discipleship: “Whoever does not take their cross and follow me cannot be my 
disciple.”33 Although some prefer to see here a reference to violent opposition 
that need not indicate a knowledge of Jesus’ death,34 ancient conceptions of dis-
cipleship typically imply imitation, so in the Cross saying Jesus sets the pattern 
as one who takes up his own cross.35 This saying also, therefore, connotes a basic 
martyrological interpretation of Jesus’ death: the one who dies the noble death 
sets the pattern for those who follow. Beyond this basic view of Jesus as “martyr” 
(testimony or pattern), however, the Q Cross saying does not suggest a salvific or 
sacrificial understanding of Jesus’ death, as for instance Mark 10:45 does.

Other passages in Q make a similar connection between following Jesus and 
rejection and violence, but with reference to the suffering of prophets. Q 6:22-23, 
one of the Beatitudes, is a pronouncement of blessing on those who suffer for 
allegiance to the Son of Man:

Blessed are you when they insult you and [persecute] you and speak evil against 
you for the sake of the Son of Man. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great 
in heaven. For in this way they [persecuted] the prophets who were before you. 
(Q 6:22-23)

The same idea of suffering for the sake of the Son of Man is also implied in Q 
12:8-9, and a little later, in Q 12:11-12, examination in a synagogue context is in 
view:

Whoever confesses me before human beings the Son of Man will also confess 
before the angels; but whoever denies me before human beings will be denied 
before the angels. . . . Whenever they bring you into the synagogues, do not 
worry how or what you should say: for [the Holy Spirit will teach] you in that 
hour what you should say. (Q 12:8-9, 11-12)

Neither of these passages needs to presuppose the death of Jesus, but they do 
suggest that persecution is to be expected in return for allegiance to Jesus. The 
reference to the prophets in Q 6:23 is especially important, for it is typical of Q’s 
approach to persecution generally.

The following sayings cluster, from the Woes in Q 11, displays a “deuterono-
mistic” interpretation of persecution: that is, prophets and righteous ones typi-
cally suffer at the hands of God’s people to whom they are sent.

Woe to you, because you build the tombs of the prophets, though your ances-
tors killed them. . . . You witness [against yourselves] that you are [children] of 
your ancestors.36 Therefore also Wisdom said: I will send them prophets and 
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sages, and some of them they will kill and persecute, so that the blood of all 
the prophets that has been poured out from the foundation of the world will be 
required from this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah 
who was murdered between the altar and the house. Yes, I tell you, it will be 
required from this generation! (Q 11:47-51)

What is important here is not so much that Q shows evidence of this view of 
history, for it is also found frequently in Jewish literature (see, e.g., Neh. 9:26) 
and appears also in the letters of Paul (see 1 Thess. 2:15-16, which may in fact be 
an interpolation). It was common, in fact, to predict (or rather, to see in retro-
spect) that this characteristic treatment of prophets would lead (had led) to the 
misfortunes or even downfall of God’s people. This is clearest in 2 Chronicles 24, 
where the defeat of Joash, king of Judah, by the Aramites is interpreted as a direct 
result of the rejection and murder of Zechariah, son of Jehoiada the priest, who 
is alluded to in the saying above (Q 11:51).37 Importantly, Q interprets “the rejec-
tion of its own messengers as in a line of continuity with the rejected prophets of 
the deuteronomistic tradition and with the figure of rejected Wisdom.”38

Thus, according to Q, “this generation” will be held accountable for the blood 
of the rejected prophets through history; and “this generation” is also chastised 
for its rejection of two heroes more recent than Abel or Zechariah, namely, John 
and Jesus.

To what should I compare this generation, and what is it like? It is like children 
seated in the marketplace, who call to others and say, “We played the flute for 
you, and you did not dance; we wailed, but you would not weep.” For John 
came, neither eating nor drinking, and you say, “He has a demon.” The Son of 
Man came, eating and drinking, and you say, “Behold, a glutton and a drunk, 
a friend of tax-gatherers and sinners.” But Wisdom has been vindicated by her 
children. (Q 7:31-35)

John and Jesus are depicted as “children of Wisdom,” and “this generation” (also 
held accountable in Q 11:49-51) is berated for speaking ill of them and rejecting 
them. The name-calling (demoniac, glutton, and drunk) effectively places John 
and Jesus outside of the people of God. As Dale Allison notes, Q 7:34 recalls Deu-
teronomy 21:20, which stipulates that a rebellious son, a glutton and a drunk, 
must be taken outside the city and stoned, so that evil would be purged from the 
people.39 This, as another Q saying declares, is the fate of those who in fact were 
sent to the people as prophets and emissaries of God (Q 13:34). These “children,” 
most prominently John and Jesus, would vindicate Wisdom in her commission-
ing of them.

Q interprets not only persecution in general, but also Jesus’ death in particu-
lar, within this deuteronomistic framework—although it should be noted that 
the Cross saying (Q 14:27) is not influenced by the deuteronomistic view.40 The 
first half of the Jerusalem Lament suggests that the rejection of Jesus becomes, 
for Q, the pinnacle of Israel’s disobedience and mistreatment of God’s prophets 
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and emissaries.41 “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those 
sent to her, how often did I desire to gather your children, like a hen gathers her 
nestlings under her wings, but you did not desire that. Behold, your house is for-
saken” (Q 13:34-35a). This part of the saying is closely related to Q 11:49-51, both 
of which share references to the killing of prophets and an allusion to the stoning 
of Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:21). As a result, some Q scholars think the sayings were 
together in Q (following the order of Matt. 23:34-39).42 In the Jerusalem Lament, 
Jesus may be speaking on behalf of Wisdom (cf. Q 11:49), as he seems to do 
elsewhere in Q (10:21-22). The pronouncement of abandonment on Jerusalem’s 
house, that is, the temple (evoking Jer. 22:5), is precipitated by the rejection of the 
one who desired many times to collect and protect Jerusalem’s inhabitants. The 
historical question of whether Jesus actually visited Jerusalem enough times for 
him to be in view as the speaker is beside the point, for this saying suggests a final 
and decisive rejection in Jerusalem, which leads, as is characteristic in the deu-
teronomistic model, to the pronouncement of abandonment. Therefore the rejec-
tion and death of Jesus in Jerusalem is, at least implicitly in Q, the paradigmatic 
or decisive case of the murdered prophet. (Although this may reflect a memory of 
the circumstances of Jesus’ death, we must remember that this kind of polemic, at 
this stage of the Jesus movements, is entirely intramural and Jewish.)

Thus Q shows indications its compilers knew about Jesus’ death and were 
trying to interpret it theologically. An interesting question, but a side issue 
here, is whether Q should be seen as evidence of a group that did not know 
of sacrificial, soteriological, or advanced martyrological interpretations of Jesus’ 
death, or that knew of such interpretations but avoided them in favor of the 
interpretation that he died as a rejected prophet.43 Ultimately we are thrown 
back on the silence of Q on the matter, and as with Paul or Luke, we can-
not presume that Q would give assent to ideas for which it does not contain 
explicit or at least implicit evidence. Even so, Q would certainly not be alone 
in this regard. James is also silent, saying nothing about the death or resur-
rection of Jesus, yet displaying a belief in his coming as judge (James 5:7-9)— 
and a sense that his sayings have an ongoing validity, even though those sayings 
are not explicitly quoted as being from Jesus.44 The death of Jesus, however, con-
tinues to be a problem for interpreters of Q when it comes to other sayings from 
Q that look ahead to a future role for Jesus, or that imply his ongoing existence 
in a nonearthly sense.

For the idea of a future role for Jesus, we need look no further than the sayings 
from Q that speak about a future or coming Son of Man. While it has sometimes been 
maintained that these materials originally did not refer to Jesus (but to a Son of Man 
figure whose appearance and eschatological role Jesus expected),45 it is also clear 
that within Q, the term “Son of Man” is the characteristic title for Jesus (e.g., Q 7:34;  
9:57-58). So Q 12:39-40 looks ahead to the coming of Jesus as Son of Man, even 
though Jesus is the speaker: “But you should know that had the householder 
known in which hour [of the night] the thief was going to come, he would not 
have let his house be broken into. You also should be prepared, because you do 
not know at what hour the Son of Man is coming” (Q 12:39-40).
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Similarly, in Q 17:30 Jesus says, “Thus it will also be on the day in which 
the Son of Man is revealed,” and this saying is part of a longer complex of escha-
tological sayings on the coming of the Son of Man and the conditions that will 
mark the time of his coming. The saying given above, that “the Son of Man will 
also confess [that person] before the angels” (Q 12:8), presumes an eschatological 
judgment setting. These sayings, all of which focus on the eschatological func-
tion of Jesus as the Son of Man, also imply some sort of ongoing heavenly exis-
tence for Jesus, despite his death as one of Wisdom’s own. That Jesus speaks “as” 
Wisdom (Q 10:21-22; 13:34-35) also seems to presume some sort of exaltation. 
The big question is what in Q could account for this elevated view of the (post-
mortem) Jesus.46

One possible answer is that Q presupposes the resurrection of Jesus. There is 
very clear evidence from Q that those who composed it (like many Jews) hoped 
for a future resurrection of the dead as a time of judgment and vindication. Q 
11:31-32, for instance, says that the Queen of the South and the Ninevites will 
give eschatological testimony against “this generation”—and they will be raised 
(Gk., egerthēsetai, v. 31; anastēsontai, v. 32) at the judgment to do this. Both these 
sayings use standard biblical Greek vocabulary for the resurrection of the dead, 
“waking up” (egeirō) or “getting up” (anistēmi) language. Elsewhere in Q, the 
command “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but who cannot kill the 
soul,” coupled with the idea that God can destroy both soul and body in Gehenna 
(Q 12:4-5), might imply a belief in a bodily resurrection, as both N. T. Wright and 
Larry Hurtado suggest, but this is by no means certain.47 That saying does not 
emphasize the eschatological survival (or reconstitution) of the body, but how the 
souls of the faithful live on despite death by persecution.

Wright also sees indications in Q of a belief in the resurrection of Jesus. 
One candidate he nominates is the notoriously difficult sign of Jonah saying. 
Although Matthew’s version clarifies the connection between Jonah and Jesus 
through a reference to his death and resurrection—“The Son of Man will be in 
the heart of the earth for three days and three nights” (Matt. 12:40)—the original 
wording in Q was closer to Luke 11:29-30.48 “But [he said], “This generation is an 
evil generation: it seeks a sign, and a sign will not be given to it except the sign 
of Jonah. For just as Jonah became a sign for the Ninevites, so [also] will the Son 
of Man be for this generation” (Q 11:29-30). “The sign of Jonah” probably means 
“the sign which was Jonah himself,” rather than “the sign Jonah gave.” This is 
clear from the assertion that “Jonah became a sign.” But how exactly did Jonah 
become a sign for the Ninevites? One possibility, says Wright, is that this refers 
to “Jonah’s extraordinary escape from the sea-monster,” and so the correlation 
the saying draws between Jonah and the Son of Man must refer to Jesus’ resur-
rection. In support of this is the following reference to resurrection: the Queen 
of the South and the Ninevites condemning “this generation” at the resurrection 
judgment (Q 11:31-32).49

However, according to the Hebrew Bible, Jonah’s preaching to the Ninevites 
did not include a testimony to his rescue from the big fish: the book of Jonah 
reports that he said simply, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overthrown” 
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(Jonah 3:4). Evoking the overthrowing of other cities, such as Sodom (e.g., Gen. 
19:21), Jonah’s proclamation sounds like an announcement of judgment and not 
an invitation to repentance; certainly the Septuagint understood the text this 
way (kai Nineuē katastraphēsetai). Yet some commentators (already b. Sanh. 89b) 
read the Hebrew as ambiguous, referring either to a catastrophic overturning or 
to an overturning of Nineveh’s attitudes toward God.50 Jack Sasson translates the 
line thus: “Forty more days, and Nineveh overturns.”51 In Q, John invites repen-
tance, but Jesus does not, at least not directly; as with Jonah, his announcement 
of judgment also masks an invitation to repent. However, if this invitation is not 
heeded, “this generation” will be judged by the Ninevites (Q 11:32).

Here in Q, the Jonah cluster emphasizes that “they repented at the preach-
ing of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here!” (Q 11:32b). 
So the fate of “this generation” at the judgment will be worse, for they failed to 
repent at the preaching of Jesus the Son of Man, greater than Jonah, at whose 
preaching the Ninevites repented. The Son of Man becomes a sign through his 
preaching. This seems the most reasonable solution, though precisely how the 
Son of Man and Jonah are to be compared will remain a controversial question, 
simply because the saying is too elliptical (and the reception-history of the Jonah 
story too complex) to erase any doubt.52 But even if the point of the comparison 
is rescue from death, there is no clear indication from Q that Jesus’ resurrection 
from the dead is in view. Zeller, for instance, as part of his argument for assump-
tion language in Q 13:34-35, claimed that the sign of Jonah saying alludes to 
Jesus’ assumption and his subsequent return as judge. In his view, “just as Jonah, 
who was snatched away from death, came to the Ninevites authorized by God, 
so also Jesus, who was taken away and who in [Q 11:32] surpasses the repentance 
preaching of Jonah, was to become for this generation an irrefutable sign because 
of his return as the Son of Man.”53 In support of this, Zeller cites several Jewish 
texts (including Jonah 2:6) that interpret Jonah’s rescue from the big fish as a kind 
of assumption.54 Yet the saying itself does not suggest a judging role, which Zeller’s 
reading requires.55

Nowhere in Q is resurrection language explicitly applied to Jesus, even 
though resurrection fits within the horizons of Q’s eschatological hope. On the 
other hand, Q 13:34-35, the Jerusalem Lament saying, does contain standard 
assumption language, as already noted. There Jesus says, “You will not see me 
(ou mē idētē me) until [the time comes when] you say . . .” Similar “not seeing” 
language (a negated form of horaō) can be found in several sources, but most 
importantly it occurs in 2 Kings 2:12 LXX: “And Elisha was watching (heōra) 
and crying out, ‘Father! Father! The chariot of Israel and its horseman!’ And he 
saw him no longer (kai ouk eiden auton eti).” As Gerhard Lohfink noted, this 
“not seeing” language expresses, in the same way as “disappearance” language, 
the aftereffect of assumption: the person is not seen any longer because God 
has whisked him away into the divine presence.56 These expressions all negate 
the Greek verb horaō, so that this language is the exact opposite of “appearance” 
language, which we have seen was also important in early Christian conceptual-
izations of Jesus’ vindication (as in 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:5; and Luke 24:34).
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Several things are noteworthy about the use of this language in Q. First, it does 
not describe a disappearance or an assumption, but it looks ahead to one: it is a pre-
diction. As shown in the previous chapter, foreknowledge was a common feature in 
Jewish stories of assumption (as in 2 Kings 2), sometimes highlighting the impor-
tance of the instruction the sage would give in the time before God took him up  
(1 Enoch 81:6; 4 Ezra 14:1-18; 2 Baruch 76).57 Second, Q 13:35 looks ahead to a 
future time when the inhabitants of Jerusalem would see the speaker again and 
acclaim him using the words of Psalm 118:26 (117:26 LXX): “Blessed is the one 
who comes [or: the coming one] in the name of the Lord; we have blessed you 
from the house of the Lord.”58 As in Matthew, this must also be in Q a reference 
to the parousia, a seeing-again after a period of absence. Importantly, Q refers to 
Jesus not only as Son of Man but also, especially in relation to John the Baptist, 
as “the Coming One” (Q 3:16b; 7:19). Thus Q 13:35 coordinates assumption with 
a special eschatological role. Zeller noted that something very similar happens 
when Enoch is taken up and then identified with “that Son of Man” in 1 Enoch 
70–71.59 Interestingly, the psalm quoted here also has strong associations with 
the proximity of death and vindication (Ps. 117:17-18, 21-23 LXX).60 Third, this 
assumption language occurs in the context of a saying that has, in my opinion, 
Jesus’ rejection and death in Jerusalem in view. This suggests that assumption was 
being used as a way of affirming Jesus’ vindication by God and his eschatological 
status in spite of his death.61 Fourth, as seen in the previous chapter, “not seeing” 
language was not used to describe soul assumption scenarios, so this reference to 
the assumption of Jesus must connote a bodily disappearance.

Certain other features of Q make sense in light of this reference to assump-
tion in Q 13:34-35. The first is the fact that the allusion to the story of Elijah’s 
assumption is part of a larger rhetorical strategy in Q according to which the 
activities and messages of both John and Jesus are oriented to the pattern of Eli-
jah. Most important is the way that Jesus answers John’s question, “Are you the 
Coming One, or should we expect another?” (Q 7:19): “And he answered and 
said to them, ‘Go tell John what you hear and see: the blind regain their sight and 
the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised and 
the poor have good news brought to them. And blessed are those who are not 
offended by me’ ” (Q 7:22-23).

Of particular interest in this list of Jesus’ activities are the cleansing of lepers 
and the raising of the dead, neither of which figures in the biblical texts that seem 
to have influenced this saying (Psalm 146, Isaiah 61). Both of these are associ-
ated with the Elijah/Elisha cycle of stories, however (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 
4:18-37; 5:1-27). The fact that a very similar list (including the dead but not lep-
ers) is found in a Qumran text designated by scholars the “Messianic Apoca-
lypse” (4Q521)62 leads John Collins to conclude that behind both texts there is 
the expectation of an Elijah-like figure, an anointed prophet. He notes, however, 
that such a figure was not as prominent either in literature or in popular belief 
as the Davidic messiah.63 Kloppenborg thinks that Q splits the two roles attrib-
uted to Elijah in Malachi 3–4—inviting repentance and bringing about judg-
ment—between John (Q 3:7-9) and Jesus (Q 3:16-17) in order to “negotiate the 
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relationship between the two.”64 Other sayings frame the challenge to faithful 
discipleship in language reminiscent of the call of Elisha (1 Kings 19:19-21):

And another said to him, “Master, first let me go off and bury my father.” And he 
said to him, “Follow me and let the dead bury their own dead.” (Q 9:59-60)

And another said to him, “I will follow you, Master; but first let me say farewell 
to those at home.” And Jesus said to him, “No one who puts their hand on the 
plow and looks back is suitable for the kingdom of God.” (Q/Luke 9:61-62)

Although the second episode is not in Matthew, there are good grounds to think 
it was originally in Q, because it is one of three such discipleship pronouncement 
stories in Luke (9:57-62), and because it would have been a fitting introduction 
to Q’s mission instructions (Q 10:2-16).65 In 1 Kings 19:19-21, Elijah passes by 
Elisha, who is plowing, and he throws his mantle over him. Elisha says, “I will 
follow you,” but then with Elijah’s permission goes home to kiss his father and 
mother and have a last meal together: this farewell seems to have influenced 
the first episode, and the plowing, the second. These sayings seem to intensify 
the demand considerably but clearly evoke the Elisha call narrative, for “disci-
pleship to Jesus—who must like Elijah be a prophet—takes priority over duties 
to parents.”66 In any case, it appears that reading Q 13:35 as a prediction of an 
assumption-related disappearance, evoking the language of 2 Kings 2, would be 
consistent with a broader pattern of depicting the activities of John, Jesus, and 
Jesus’ followers in a manner suggestive of the Elijah/Elisha narratives.

A second feature of Q is illuminated when Q 13:35 is seen as a reference 
to disappearance and return: the pattern of seeing/not-seeing/seeing-again is 
found elsewhere in Q, coordinated with the expectation of the coming of the 
Son of Man and the judgment that would accompany that coming. Q contains 
two parables that feature absent masters returning to render judgment (Q 
12:42-46; 19:12-13, 15-24, 26). This connection between absence and return 
for judgment implies the same connection between assumption/disappearance 
and eschatological function as we have noted in Q 13:34-35, but moreover in 
both instances the parable is preceded by material about the coming Son of 
Man (Q 12:39-40; 17:23-24, 37, 26-27, 30).67 Q 12:39-40 compares the coming 
of the Son of Man to the arrival of a thief to break into a house: “But you should 
know that had the householder known at which hour [of the night] the thief 
was going to come, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also 
should be prepared, because you do not know at what hour the Son of Man is 
coming” (Q 12:39-40). According to Heinz Schürmann, the original metaphor 
about the thief (Q 12:39) was secondarily expanded with the addition of a Son 
of Man interpretation (Q 12:40); and the sayings complex was completed with 
the addition of the parable about the absent and returning master (Q 12:42-
46).68 This suggests (compositionally, at least) that belief in Jesus as the eschato-
logical Son of Man was expressed as requiring his absence before his presence 
and revelation.
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The eschatological material in Q 17 also places an emphasis on the absence 
of the Son of Man, and then his sudden presence: “If they should say to you, 
‘Look, he is in the desert,’ do not go out; or ‘Look, he is inside,’ do not follow. For 
just as the lightning goes out from the east and flashes over to the west, so also 
will the Son of Man be [on his day]” (Q 17:23-24).69 Immediately following this is 
the Q parable of the entrusted money, in which a master leaves and then returns 
to render judgment on his slaves (Q 19). Regardless of how the composition of 
Q is understood, or how in particular these parabolic materials came together 
redactionally with the more explicit warnings about the coming Son of Man, 
these materials confirm the importance of the absence-return scenario for Q. 
Instead of thinking about Jesus’ postmortem vindication as a resurrection that 
results in his renewed presence, the framers of Q stressed instead his removal by 
God and installation as the Son of Man despite his crucifixion. This emphasis on 
disappearance and absence is in stark contrast to Paul’s emphasis on the risen 
Christ’s presence in the appearances.

An important question, if we are correct in seeing a reference to Jesus’ 
assumption in the Q material, is how those who composed and used Q arrived 
at this notion. There are two different options. One is that the Jerusalem Lament 
saying was attributed to Jesus in order to give a (traditionally Jewish) account for 
the belief that Jesus was returning in a special eschatological capacity, to execute 
judgment as the Coming One, the Son of Man. As noted above, Zeller pointed to 
1 Enoch 70–71 as a parallel to Q on this point. Thus, in this scenario, Jesus’ end 
was described as an assumption as a way to explain, or theologize, how he could 
be the Son of Man. This would have involved understanding assumption realisti-
cally as a miraculous intervention by God on behalf of someone divinely favored, 
but not necessarily as an escape from death. As we have seen, the proximity of 
the prediction of his disappearance and return in Q 13:34-35 to the deuterono-
mistic interpretation of Jesus’ death suggests that assumption is the means of his 
postmortem vindication. As seen in the previous chapter, there are instances in 
Jewish literature of assumption language being used, whether euphemistically or 
in a realistic sense, for those who had died.

It is possible, especially when comparable instances in ancient literature are 
taken into account, that assumption language was used in Q as a secondary ratio-
nalization of Jesus’ eschatological role. For example, as noted in the previous 
chapter, it appears that assumption and apotheosis were secondarily credited to 
Herakles and Arsinoë II Philadelphos in order to explain why their veneration as 
gods, already ongoing, was justified. A similar development took place in Jewish 
apocalyptic literature with respect to other figures. There are no traditions in the 
Hebrew Bible to the effect that Ezra or Baruch was taken up into heaven, but their 
assumptions are mentioned in 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch.70 The motif of foreknowl-
edge allowing for a period of special eschatological instruction to the community 
of the elect seems to be the deciding factor: assumption is credited to Ezra and 
Baruch in order to legitimate their instruction, and this may have been necessary 
because of the stature accorded Enoch in the Enochic literature as a rival seer and 
sage. In the end the assumptions of Ezra and Baruch originate in imitation of an 
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Enochic precedent: according to the “Book of Luminaries,” Enoch was allowed 
one year in which to instruct his sons before he would be taken away from them 
(1 Enoch 81:6). So Ezra is included among those who “from their birth have not 
tasted death” and whose role in the eschatological drama was thus guaranteed (4 
Ezra 6:26; also 14:9); in the meantime he was to write down his special revelation 
for the elect (4 Ezra 14:22-48; see also 2 Bar. 76:1-5).71 Thus Q 13:35 could have 
been a redactional creation used to explain why Jesus was viewed as a figure of 
future apocalyptic significance.

On the other hand, if assumption was used in Q as a way of explaining how 
Jesus could be the coming Son of Man, then we are still in need of an explanation 
of why the Jesus movement behind Q thought that in the first place. One standard 
approach is to say that resurrection faith was the origin of this expectation in Q.72 
But, as Kloppenborg points out, Q shows no evidence of either resurrection lan-
guage applied individually to Jesus or the sort of exaltation-to-heaven exegesis 
(as in the application of Psalm 110 to Jesus in Acts 2:34-35 or in 1 Cor. 15:25) that 
was common in some circles in early Christianity.73 We are left with the possibil-
ity that the Q people thought Jesus would return as the Son of Man because they 
thought he had been taken up into heaven—and here we could speculate that this 
view arose as a natural conclusion drawn from rumors or traditions about Jesus’ 
empty tomb. In this connection, it is important that Q 13:35b suggests a bodily 
disappearance (“You will not see me until . . .”) and uses neither the euphemistic 
language sometimes found in epitaphs (“he was taken away from us”) nor the 
conception of assumption applied to the soul (as in, for instance, the Testament 
of Abraham).74 Though assumption may have been a conclusion to draw from 
talk about Jesus’ empty tomb, it would be unfounded to speculate further that 
the assumption/disappearance model of vindication was more “primitive” than 
the resurrection/appearance model.75 One reason that certainty is impossible is 
because of questions about the origins of the empty tomb tradition.

To the Origins of the Empty Tomb Tradition
In addition to Q, another early source described what happened to Jesus following 
his death in terms of disappearance, rather than appearance, and that is the nar-
rative source behind Mark 16:1-8. There is considerable disagreement whether 
the author of Mark composed the end of his Gospel or used as source material 
a narrative or tradition that had come to him.76 But there are good grounds for 
thinking that Mark used a story that described the discovery of the empty tomb 
but invited the conclusion that Jesus had been taken up into heaven, and a rough 
idea of the shape of this story can be seen once elements characteristic of Mar-
kan redaction are removed. This view—that Mark used a story that was origi-
nally a disappearance story—was first proposed by Elias Bickermann in 1924.77 
Mark 16:7, which is a redactional doublet of Mark 14:28, brings a reference to the 
appearance traditions into a story that originally did not have the appearances of 
the risen Jesus on its narrative horizon: the young man tells the women, “But go, 
tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you into Galilee: you will see 
him there, just as he told you.” This is probably an interpolation into an earlier 
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version of the story.78 As we saw in the appearance tradition cited by Paul, it is 
said here in Mark that Jesus was raised from the dead and was to appear to Peter 
(1 Cor. 15:4-5; see also Luke 24:34). Aside from this prediction of an appearance 
to Peter and the disciples, and the word ēgerthē (“he was raised”) in verse 6, 
there is nothing in Mark 16:1-8 that needs to suggest the kind of resurrection-
plus-appearances scenario found in the other Gospels, which tend to display the 
risen Jesus as a risen-out-of-the-tomb Jesus. Instead, in the Markan story the 
emphasis is on Jesus’ absence: this is a disappearance story. “You are looking 
for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified,” the young man in white says to the 
women. “He was raised, he is not here. Look, here is the place where they put 
him” (Mark 16:6). As it stands, Mark affirms, as the other Gospels do, that Jesus’ 
tomb is empty because he was raised from the dead; yet otherwise the young 
man describes an unsuccessful search for the body, such as would be found in an 
assumption-disappearance story.79 Because of the nature of the literary evidence, 
it is impossible to say whether the Q saying and the pre-Markan empty tomb 
story are related: we cannot know if the narrative developed out of the saying or 
the saying out of the narrative (or even a rumor about an empty tomb), or if they 
are unrelated deployments of the same basic concept.

In any event, these observations about the role of the disappearance tradi-
tion in Q and Mark raise some questions about a common understanding of the 
origin of the empty tomb story. Rudolf Bultmann proposed that “the purpose of 
the story is without doubt to prove the reality of the resurrection of Jesus by the 
empty tomb.”80 More recently, Gerd Lüdemann has argued, as noted in an earlier 
chapter, that “those who handed down these traditions ‘concluded’ from the mes-
sage that the crucified one had risen that the tomb of Jesus was empty. The pres-
ent story is as it were the product of a conclusion or a postulate.”81 On this view, 
the pre-Pauline kerygmatic formula (1 Cor. 15:3b-5) represents the original view, 
that Jesus was raised by God and appeared, that is, was present, to his followers. 
If Jesus had been raised and was appearing, as the early proclamation held, the 
natural conclusion would be that his tomb was empty. Lüdemann’s proposal is 
aided by his view of Paul’s understanding of resurrection. “On the one hand, Paul 
knows no witnesses to the empty tomb, but on the other hand, he imagines the 
resurrection of Jesus in bodily form, which seems to require the emergence of the 
body of Jesus from the empty tomb.”82 Paul, on Lüdemann’s view, would be con-
genial to the idea of an empty tomb, and thus he certainly would have mentioned 
such a tradition had he known of one. (We have, however, already seen the dif-
ficulties with that line of thinking.) Thus, Lüdemann concludes, the empty tomb 
stories cannot predate Paul, but make better sense as a conclusion “inferred from 
the dogma” on the basis of a flesh-and-bones understanding of resurrection.83 In 
keeping with this view, others suggest that the Markan conclusion to the story 
(“And they told nothing to anyone, for they were afraid,” Mark 16:8) is a thinly 
veiled explanation for the late origin of the tradition.84

However, since an empty tomb story need not presuppose resurrection, 
one could also argue that the empty tomb story arose in relation to the view 
that Jesus had been taken immediately into heaven and was waiting there until 
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his eschatological time should come. As with Lüdemann’s proposal, this would 
require a bodily interpretation of assumption (rather than an assumption of the 
soul or a euphemistic use of removal language). But Q poses another difficulty for 
Lüdemann’s scenario: if the empty tomb with its emphasis on the disappearance 
of Jesus arose as a conclusion from the resurrection kerygma, how can the disap-
pearance language in Q be explained, given that Q shows no evidence of the kind 
of passion-resurrection kerygma necessary to draw the conclusion that the tomb 
was empty? As suggested above, the assumption-return model of postmortem 
vindication may have developed as a result of followers of Jesus hearing about 
an empty tomb tradition and drawing a conclusion other than resurrection. But 
neither is it impossible that the Q people were reacting to a secondary empty 
tomb story, that is, one that arose in response to traditions about resurrection. 
Ultimately, given the nature of our evidence, it is impossible to say with certainty 
which came first: the resurrection kerygma or the empty tomb; assumption belief 
or the empty tomb; or the resurrection kerygma or assumption belief.85 What 
is important is that we have evidence of two apparently divergent expressions 
of Jesus’ postmortem vindication by God, expressions that the narratives of the 
Gospels gradually bring into harmony with one another.

How Different Is Assumption? How Different Is Q?
To describe resurrection and assumption as “apparently divergent expressions 
of Jesus’ postmortem vindication” might seem to be “making difference”86—that 
is, finding diverse or divergent viewpoints where the ancient participants may 
not have understood things in those terms. After all, early Christian texts and 
traditions seem to equate or connect resurrection with exaltation without much 
trouble; why should they not use assumption language to express the same basic 
idea? Or, as Hurtado has recently written, “several christological schemas are 
reflected in various New Testament writings, and they all seem to have emerged 
and circulated alongside one another in Christian circles.”87 The pre-Pauline 
hymn in Philippians 2:6-11, for instance, does not explicitly refer to resurrec-
tion, but only to death and exaltation—without expressly stating the means by 
which God exalted Jesus—and it has a decidedly eschatological conclusion (cf. 
Phil. 2:10-11 with 1 Cor. 15:24-28). Similarly, the author of Hebrews conceives of 
Jesus’ ongoing existence and exaltation in heaven in connection with a priestly 
role but refers to the resurrection only in a closing doxology (Heb. 13:20) and 
does not emphasize the parousia.88 Yet one would scarcely doubt that the author 
of Hebrews believed that Jesus was raised from the dead. Could it be that the 
assumption language in Q 13:35 merely expresses something similar to resurrec-
tion-exaltation or expresses it in slightly different language?

In one sense, this is unlikely, because originally assumption and resurrec-
tion used different language (being taken up versus being woken up) in order 
to express different things and to raise different connotations. The concepts did 
not overlap, either: one would not claim that someone like Elijah who had been 
taken up by God had “risen from the dead.” As Arie Zwiep contends, “From the 
perspective of [a history-of-religions approach], strictly speaking, resurrection 
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and ascension (in the sense of a bodily [assumption]) are competitive (not to say 
mutually exclusive) conceptualisations.”89 Zwiep thinks the difference is that res-
urrection happens to people who have died, and assumption happens to people 
who do not die (which is, as we have seen, not strictly adhered to in either Greek 
or Jewish sources). The associated theological concepts were different as well. On 
the one hand, resurrection implies divine favor and vindication, since it involves 
the reversal of wrongful death; so does assumption, even if it suggests an escape 
from death. In some cases, the vindication of resurrection is expressed specifi-
cally in relation to elevation or dominance over the oppressors of those expecting 
God to raise them up, usually because the wicked cannot hope to share in the 
resurrection (see 2 Macc. 7:14), but sometimes because the resurrection of all 
the dead was a precursor to universal judgment. When resurrection language 
was used as the category for explaining what God had done for Jesus after his 
death, this does not necessarily lead directly to the claim that he would return as 
the eschatological judge, even though the resurrection was thought of as a future 
eschatological event. For Paul the intermediate step had to do with God granting 
the risen Christ universal authority (as in Daniel 7, although Paul does not use 
“Son of Man” language). Luke, in contrast, recognizing assumption as the means 
whereby a person is taken away to await his or her eschatological role, found that 
assumption (ascension) following resurrection made better sense of the belief in 
Jesus’ return than did resurrection alone. So the angels tell the disciples, “Men 
of Galilee, why do you stand looking up into heaven? This Jesus, who has been 
taken up (ho analēmphtheis) from you into heaven, will likewise come in the 
same way that you saw him going up into heaven” (Acts 1:11). This explains 
why Luke combined resurrection and assumption in his christological schema.90 
Mark combined these two categories as well, but unlike Luke he did not take a 
consecutive approach, but a coincident one, narrating the resurrection of Jesus 
using the disappearance narrative he had received. This will be discussed in the 
following chapter.

If assumption cannot simply be equated with resurrection, is there a sense in 
which assumption language in Q could express exaltation alongside other ideas? 
Looking at Philippians 2:6-11, we cannot say much for certain about the hymn’s 
original logic of vindication: the bare affirmation that God “highly exalted” Jesus 
(v. 9) could equally presume resurrection or assumption.91 Both positions have 
been taken by scholars,92 although the hymn simply does not display an inter-
est in how Jesus was exalted by God: it only asserts the divine favor extended to 
Jesus because of the manner of his death and the universal acclaim or submis-
sion that has become his right as a result of that divine favor. Divine favor is 
the explicit basis of Jesus’ vindication here, not resurrection or assumption. As 
many scholars have argued, the exaltation of Jesus here is best understood over 
against imperial claims about the universal authority, or even the apotheosis, of 
the Roman emperor.93

Yet, as Hurtado correctly notes, “Paul clearly did not find the passage defi-
cient for shaping the attitudes of the Philippian believers.”94 He means that had 
Paul perceived any christological deficiencies in the hymn, those did not prevent 
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him from using it to hortatory ends. Paul may not have known (or cared?) about 
the theology of exaltation the hymn presupposed in its original setting. But when 
he used it, he intended it to be read in the context of his own thought, as outlined 
in the letter and in his previous contact with the Philippians, in which resurrec-
tion was obviously the means of Christ’s postmortem vindication (as in Phil. 
3:10-11). The hymn would then be read or interpreted within that theological 
framework. The point is that when we come to Q, there is nothing else besides the 
assumption-return scenario to provide an interpretive context for various state-
ments about Jesus’ ongoing significance or future eschatological role. The chris-
tological schema that makes use of assumption language, then, could possibly be 
an addendum to (or even a stand-in for) some other christological schema—but 
we just do not have evidence for any other schema in Q. This is remarkable, since 
Q seems to know and approve of the idea of resurrection, but only as a corporate 
event of the eschatological future and not as a mode of Jesus’ individual vindica-
tion or exaltation.95

These are important points, for they have to do with the “difference” of Q’s 
Christology. On the one hand, we cannot simply presume that the interpretation 
of Jesus’ death as “for sins” and belief in his resurrection were universal among 
the early Christian movements, despite their importance to prominent canoni-
cal authors like Paul. It is unlikely that all early Christians would have known 
the language and ideas of the pre-Pauline kerygmatic formulation; and some, 
apparently, had they known such language and ideas, preferred to express their 
convictions about the significance of Jesus in other, sometimes starkly different 
terms.96 This applies equally to canonical and noncanonical early Christian writ-
ings. The author of James, for instance, shows an awareness of Paul’s writings, or 
at least of Pauline thought (James 2:21-24), but does not have much to say about 
the death and resurrection of Jesus. In addition, some scholars think that Luke 
avoids a “sacrificial” understanding of Jesus’ death and thinks instead along other 
lines (cf. Mark 10:42-45 with Luke 22:25-27).97 From what we can tell from Q, the 
Q people either did not know of such sacrificial interpretations or knew of them 
but preferred to interpret Jesus’ death along deuteronomistic or mimetic/marty-
rological lines. In other words, Jesus’ death was viewed either as symptomatic of 
the rejection of prophets (as in Q 13:34) or as setting the pattern for followers to 
imitate (as in Q 14:27), but not as an atoning sacrifice or price of release in rela-
tion to sin (as in Rom. 3:24-25 and Mark 10:45 respectively). Similarly, it appears 
that some of Jesus’ followers after his death thought about his vindication by God 
in terms not of resurrection but of assumption. Others besides the Q people were 
thinking along such lines, as the tradition behind Mark 16:1-8 appears to suggest. 
What this indicates is that there was some diversity in how the earliest Christian 
movements understood the significance of Jesus’ death and in how they viewed his 
vindication, and not all would have expressed their convictions along the lines of  
1 Corinthians 15:3b-7.

On the other hand, those who composed and used Q were apparently not 
apathetic about the kinds of concerns that other circles in early Christianity 
were struggling with: how to make sense of Jesus’ death, and how to express 
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the convictions that God had vindicated him and that his role in God’s future 
plans was assured. For Q, in its final form at least, the salvific importance of 
following Jesus’ teachings (e.g., Q 6:47-49) has been augmented with reflec-
tions on the (coming?) salvific importance of his person—that is to say, Q has a 
“Christology.”98

For our purposes, the most significant observation to draw from Q is that 
some of Jesus’ followers were talking about the end of Jesus in terms quite differ-
ent from those familiar to the Pauline congregations. While some of the chrono-
logical questions are impossible to answer, the evidence from Q suggests that at 
the beginning of the trajectory of the empty tomb stories lie two different convic-
tions about the fate of Jesus. I use the word “convictions” purposefully, because 
behind what seem to be different linguistic options lie beliefs about the signifi-
cance of Jesus and about the nature of his ongoing life in and on behalf of these 
communities of faith. As we will see, the process of bringing these two different 
convictions into harmony with one another is begun by the author of Mark.
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5. Mark: When the Bridegroom  
Is Taken Away

“The members of the wedding party cannot fast while the 
bridegroom is with them, can they? As long as the bridegroom 
is with them, they cannot fast. But days will come when the 
bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will 
fast, on that day.” 

—Mark 2:19-20

And after they went into the tomb, they saw a young man 
sitting on the right side, dressed in a white robe, and they 
were alarmed. But he said to them, “Do not be alarmed. You 
are seeking Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has 
been raised, he is not here; see the place where they laid him. 
But leave now, and tell his disciples and Peter that he is going 
ahead of you into Galilee, and you will see him there, just as 
he told you.” And they got out and fled from the tomb, for 
trembling and perplexity had seized them; and they did not 
tell anyone anything, for they were afraid.

—Mark 16:5-8

Early in Mark’s Gospel, it comes to the notice of the Pharisees that Jesus and his dis-
ciples are not engaging in the customary religious practice of fasting. When asked 
why, Jesus replies with an analogy about a wedding party: guests at a wedding do 
not fast, but they feast as long as the festivities continue. Jesus says, however, that 
a time is coming for his followers “when the bridegroom will be taken away from 
them, and then they will fast, on that day” (Mark 2:20).1 The imagery recalls Isa-
iah 62:5, in which God is compared to a bridegroom rejoicing over his bride; the 
metaphor here suggests “the joy of the dominion of God.”2 The saying implies that 
the ministry of Jesus is a time for celebration, as long as he is present announcing 
God’s kingdom, healing the sick, casting out demons, and speaking with authority. 
The beginnings of this have been narrated up to this point in Mark.
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The saying’s evocative conclusion shifts the focus away from all this, how-
ever. It invites the hearer to imagine a scene in which a wedding cannot proceed 
because the groom has been “taken away” by some violent force, whether death, 
enslavement, or conscription, leaving behind a shocked and grieving bride with 
shattered hopes. Is this how Jesus will leave his followers? This suggests that when 
Jesus’ bereft disciples fast, it will be a sign of mourning (as in 2 Sam. 1:11-12), but 
another possibility is that Jesus in Mark foresees their fasting to be necessary as 
part of petitioning God for deliverance from eschatological troubles (see Mark 
13:5-27). Fasting in early Judaism was commonly connected with corporate 
petitions to avert disaster (Joel 1:14-15), as well as with corporate or individual 
penitence and mourning.3 The contrast between the saying’s beginning and its 
conclusion is very stark, and as Joel Marcus points out, this is because “Jesus’ 
death . . . has created a new situation in which the original tradition can be pre-
served only by altering it radically.”4

This saying is the first hint in Mark’s narrative that Jesus will come to a violent 
end. It also foreshadows the shock and grief that Mark conveys in his story about 
the discovery of the empty tomb: there the story ends as the female disciples flee 
in fear, finding comfort neither in the restored presence of the risen Jesus nor 
in commiseration with any of his other followers. It is tempting to see in the 
bridegroom saying a reference to Jesus’ removal by assumption, the aftereffect of 
which Mark narrates in the empty tomb story: “He is not here” (Mark 16:6). The 
passive verb in Mark 2:20 (“the bridegroom will be taken away”) might suggest 
this; similar language is found in Wisdom 4:10-11, although with different verbs.5 
Yet in Mark 2 the reader finds none of the associated motifs of assumption: there 
is no sense of divine favor or vindication, nor of any future eschatological role, 
nor the idea that the time between prediction and removal should be used for the 
instruction of the faithful. The focus of Mark 2:20 is entirely on the experience 
of those left behind by the violent removal of Jesus, which is the note on which 
Mark’s Gospel concludes (16:8). Additional endings (including “canonical” Ps.-
Mark 16:9-20) are best understood as attempts by early Christian scribes and 
copyists to alleviate the difficulties of the original ending.6 Mark’s other early 
readers—the authors of Matthew and Luke—did the same, just as many read-
ers today fill in the blanks with pieces from the other canonical accounts.7 Once 
secondary additions to Mark 16 and hypotheses about lost original endings8 have 
been eliminated, however, readers must confront the problems posed by the text, 
which ends at verse 8. This chapter offers a reading of Mark 16:1-8 that attempts 
to resolve some of the narrative problems of the story, but also to describe how 
(and explain why) the author of Mark has combined the disappearance tradition 
with the appearance tradition in telling the story of the empty tomb as a “resur-
rection” story.

As already seen, there are several reasons for concluding that Mark 16:1-8 
was based on a traditional story about the disappearance of Jesus. First, it is 
consistent with the genre: the body has disappeared, there is an unsuccessful 
search for the body, witnesses are overcome with fear and amazement, and 
someone offers a theological interpretation of the event.9 Second, there are 



Mark: When the Bridegroom Is Taken Away     85

indications that the author has edited source material. One such indication 
is verse 7, which repeats almost verbatim what Jesus tells the Twelve in Mark 
14:28: “But after I have been raised, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.” Both 
verses are Mark’s own composition, and 16:7 in particular—which stresses the 
prominence of Peter as a resurrection witness—seems to have been influenced 
by an appearance tradition similar to that preserved by Paul in 1 Corinthians 
15:5.10 Without verse 7, the response of the women makes sense as a reaction 
to their meeting with the young man dressed in white.11 The description of this 
figure as a “young man” is also Markan, for the women’s reaction seems more 
appropriate to the appearance of an angel, which Mark’s source may have nar-
rated; a similarly mysterious “young man” appears in Mark 14:51-52. Pheme 
Perkins and Gerd Lüdemann also note several other reasons for considering 
that there was originally a pre-Markan version of the story.12 However, in the 
end, whatever the source narrative was like, the ending of Mark’s Gospel is 
thoroughly Markan, full of Markan vocabulary and echoes of themes found 
earlier in the Gospel. It must be understood by seeing it in context of the Gos-
pel’s narrative shape.

The Revelation of the Son of God
“Seeing” is very important to the narrative and theological shape of Mark’s Gos-
pel. Scholars have long recognized, for instance, that the two stories in which 
Jesus restores sight to blind men (8:22-26; 10:46-52) serve as a narrative frame 
(or “inclusio”) for the material in between.13 In the first of these stories, Jesus 
must adjust the cure of the blind man at Bethsaida, whose sight is faulty after his 
vision is initially restored: “I see people walking around, but they look like trees” 
(Mark 8:24). It is important to see that “blindness” is Markan code for failure to 
understand Jesus’ teaching, identity, and purposes: having eyes but not being 
able to see puts the disciples at risk of being outsiders in relation to Jesus and 
the kingdom message (8:14-21; cf. 4:11-12), at risk of being grouped with Jesus’ 
opponents.14 These two healings enclose a long section in which, following an 
initial insight into Jesus’ messianic identity (Mark 8:27-30), the disciples hear 
from Jesus three predictions that as the Son of Man he must be rejected, suffer, 
be put to death, and rise again (8:31-33; 9:30-32; 10:32-34). The disciples persist 
in misunderstanding, and they fail to accept this; Jesus attempts to correct them 
by explaining how following him requires risk and radical self-denial (8:34–9:1; 
9:33-37; 10:35-45) in what are essentially renewals of their initial call.15 Thus 
the initial insight is not sufficient. Jesus’ followers require an additional touch 
from him in order for their perception of his mission to be complete, although, 
as Eugene Boring observes, the story of the blind man at Bethsaida “is full of 
promise.”16

In the middle of this section of Mark 8:22–10:52 is the transfiguration, a 
scene that provides for the reader another clue as to how to see Mark’s narra-
tive shape. The transfiguration (Mark 9:2-10) is one of three epiphany scenes 
found at the beginning, middle, and end of the Gospel. Boring describes these 
epiphany scenes as divine interventions of apocalyptic history into the “story 
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time” of the Gospel.17 In all of these scenes, the identity of Jesus as God’s Son18 
is disclosed, and in each scene, seeing is crucial.19 These scenes are therefore 
“epiphanies” in the technical sense of the word, since they involve the “sudden 
and unexpected manifestation of a divine or heavenly being experienced by 
certain selected persons as an event independent of their seeing, in which the 
divine being reveals a divine attribute, action, or message.”20 The first is the 
baptism of Jesus (Mark 1:9-11).21 In this very brief story, Jesus is the recipient 
of the epiphany. Just as he is coming up out of the water, the narrator says, he 
sees the heavens being torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove to him 
(v. 10). The “tearing” of the heavens (evoking Isa. 64:1) is an “irreversible cos-
mic change” that marks the beginning of God’s re-creative activity through the 
Spirit.22 The way Mark tells the story, Jesus is the one who “sees” the heavens 
torn asunder, and the voice from heaven addresses him directly, saying, “You 
are my beloved Son; I am very pleased with you” (v. 11). The narrator does not 
make it clear whether anyone apart from Jesus sees and hears this, so although 
the reader is drawn into the epiphany, this is meant primarily for Jesus himself. 
The precise significance of this divine anointing and approval of Jesus is not 
initially clear, but his endurance of demonic testing, his authoritative teach-
ing, his control over malevolent spiritual forces and illness, his mastery of the 
Scriptures, and his knowledge of the divine will all indicate that the descent 
of the Spirit has imbued him with divine authority and power as the initia-
tor and herald of the reign of God (1:14-15; see also Isa. 42:1; 61:1-3, other 
texts to which Mark probably is alluding).23 Thus Jesus is God’s Son, in the 
first place, because he is acting on God’s behalf, as the (Spirit-)anointed one—
and in Mark’s story this knowledge is confirmed (or possibly given) to him 
at his baptism, for he is the one who sees the heavens opened and the Spirit 
descending.24

At the transfiguration, the central epiphany scene, Peter, James, and John 
are witness to a metamorphosis of Jesus (Gk., kai metemorphōthē emprosthen 
autōn).25 Although some scholars have thought that Mark 9:2-8 was originally a 
resurrection appearance story,26 in Mark’s presentation it is another apokalypsis 
(revelation) of the divine realm, which once more breaks into normal time and 
space. In this instance, those who “see” are the three disciples (vv. 2, 4, 8). The nar-
rator focuses on the clothing of the transfigured Jesus, which became “brilliantly 
shining, white like no fuller on earth is able to whiten” (Mark 9:3). In both Jewish 
and Greco-Roman literature, denizens of the divine realm, or humans who have 
come into contact with that realm (e.g., Moses in Exodus 34, or Elijah in Lives 
of the Prophets 21), are sometimes described in such glowing terms.27 However, 
John Paul Heil thinks that Jesus’ appearance most closely reflects “the heavenly 
glory promised to the righteous in general after their death” in certain early Jew-
ish texts; this means that “the temporary transfiguration of Jesus into a heavenly 
figure enables the heavenly figures of Moses and Elijah to appear and speak with 
him.”28 Elijah and Moses are able to appear alive from heaven because they were 
both taken alive into heaven (according to early Jewish tradition, as seen in an 
earlier chapter). Somehow, one assumes, the heavens have been opened again to 
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allow Elijah and Moses to return temporarily to earth, although this is not made 
explicit in the narrative either. Jesus is “transfigured” but does not “appear” in the 
sense that Elijah and Moses do, because “he has been with them all the time.”29

The transfiguration of Jesus is an act of God because, in Mark’s language, 
“he was transformed,” and the passive verb suggests God as the agent. At the 
same time, it also illustrates that Jesus can converse with Elijah and Moses and 
share in the glory of their exalted heavenly state because he belongs with them 
in some sense, and this adds a new dimension of meaning to the title “Son of 
God.”30 After a brief interchange with Peter (who, according to the narrator, 
characteristically misunderstands the situation), they return to heaven under 
the cover of an overshadowing cloud, from which is heard a voice that says, 
“This is my beloved Son; listen to him” (v. 7). Then “suddenly, when they looked 
around, they saw no one any longer, except Jesus alone with them” (v. 8). Elijah 
(and Moses with him) disappeared just as he did in the first place, as Mark tells 
it; once again, the language here is very close to 2 Kings 2:12 LXX, where it says 
that after Elijah’s assumption Elisha “did not see him any longer.”31 In contrast, 
Jesus himself remains behind. Peter Bolt suggests that at the transfiguration 
the narrative conditions are all present for Jesus to be translated into the divine 
realm, as Elijah and Moses had been, but this does not happen. In Bolt’s view, 
this is because Jesus “rejected the opportunity to avoid death through apotheo-
sis and embraced his future suffering for the sake of the divine plan.”32 To con-
sider this a “rejected opportunity” strains the logic of the story—could Jesus be 
offered an escape from the divine plan after the first passion prediction (Mark 
8:31-33)? But Bolt is correct that the narrator’s observation that the disciples 
see “Jesus alone with them” emphasizes a difference between the story of Jesus 
and stories told about the ends of Elijah and Moses. The way of Jesus must lead 
through suffering and death to vindication (Mark 10:32-34). With this story 
coming right in the middle of Mark’s central section, the command “Listen to 
him!” (v. 7) is best taken as a directive to heed Jesus’ predictions of his suffering 
and death (Mark 8:31-33; 9:30-32; 10:32-34) as events that disclose his identity 
as Son of God.33 When Jesus’ removal into the divine realm does take place, 
however, it is to be interpreted as “the Son of Man rising from the dead” (9:9). 
Thus “an important purpose of the transfiguration account is to foreshadow the 
transformation of Jesus’ body and its translation into heaven.”34 The disciples 
see that Jesus is Son of God in such a way that he is at home with the heavenly 
visitors Elijah and Moses, but the fact that they see him left behind when the 
visitors depart indicates that there is still more to be accomplished before he 
himself is “taken away.”

The death of Jesus in Mark, another apocalyptic event, is the third epiphany 
scene (Mark 15:33-39). Darkness covers the land “from the sixth till the ninth 
hour” (v. 33), and this is just the kind of heavenly portent that would have been 
expected at the death of a great ruler.35 At the same time, this motif also alludes 
to the book of Amos:
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And it will happen on that day, says the Lord God, that the sun will set at noon, 
and the light will grow dark upon the earth on [that] day; and I will change your 
feasts into mourning, and all your songs into a dirge; and I will put sackcloth on 
every lap and baldness upon every head; and I will make him as the mourning 
of a beloved one, and those with him as a day of distress. (Amos 8:9-10 LXX)

The voice from heaven declares Jesus to be “my beloved Son” at the baptism 
and at the transfiguration, but the voice is distinctly silent in this passage; God’s 
absence is acutely felt by Jesus, and this is expressed in his cry, which echoes 
Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Mark 15:34).36 
Only the intertext from Amos declares Jesus still to be beloved of God; therefore 
the darkness is probably best interpreted as a sign that the heavenly realm is in 
mourning at the passing of the beloved (Amos 8:10).37 The tearing of the temple 
veil is a second portent at the death of Jesus, and it mirrors the tearing of the 
heavens at the baptism (cf. Mark 1:10 with 15:38: both use the passive of the verb 
schizō). Some have thought the tearing of the temple veil signified for Mark the 
destruction of the temple. Although Mark has an interest in this (see 11:12-25; 
13:1-2; 14:57-58), the similarity to 1:10 suggests that in these events “the divine 
presence is not localized, either in an earthly holy place or in the heavens.”38

This process begins with Jesus’ baptism and comes to a climax at his death. 
The result is almost immediate: “Now when the centurion who had been stand-
ing opposite him saw that he breathed his last in this way, he said, “Truly this man 
was God’s son” (Mark 15:39). Scholars have long debated how such a declaration 
can make sense. The key has seemed, to some, to lie in the word translated above 
as “in this way” (Gk., houtōs). Some have concluded that this refers to the divine 
portents—at least the darkening of the skies, if not the tearing of the temple veil 
(which it is not clear the centurion is positioned to see).39 This at least is how the 
author of Matthew read the scene, although in his presentation there are other 
portents in view (see Matt. 27:51-54). Others have concluded that this is a sarcas-
tic remark, one that continues the mockery at the cross (Mark 15:29-32): just as 
Jewish wags call him “the Messiah, the King of Israel” (vv. 31-32), a Roman wag 
addresses him with the title reserved for the emperor, “God’s son” (v. 39). More-
over, the Greek itself for “God’s son” is ambiguous, for the definite article (“the”) 
is lacking. In Greek, huios theou could mean either “a son of a god” of “the Son of 
[the] God”—either is possible, grammatically speaking.40 Importantly, however, 
“son of god” without the definite article is part of the title Augustus used in cor-
respondence in the Greek-speaking parts of his empire: Autokratōr Kaisar theou 
huios Sebastos, that is, “Emperor Caesar Augustus son of god.”41

Ultimately, it is ambiguous whether this character is making a sincere con-
fession or not, but given the prominence of irony in Mark’s passion narrative, it 
matters little, as Clifton Black recently has observed.42 For the author of Mark 
and for his sympathetic readers, however, the remark of the centurion prefig-
ures the confession of the crucified Jesus as Son of God among Gentiles; and it 
signifies that Jesus’ identity as Son of God is only fully disclosed when one sees 
him fulfill his Father’s will on the cross (see 14:35-36). This identity, narrated 
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through these three epiphany scenes, is disclosed only gradually and under the 
control of Mark’s secrecy motif: announcement of it comes first at the baptism 
(as it were) to Jesus himself, then at the transfiguration to the disciples (who 
are commanded to secrecy), and finally at Jesus’ death to the whole world (the 
Roman oikoumenē), with the centurion as its spokesman. In uttering this remark, 
the centurion acclaims Jesus, victim of the Roman imperial might, with a title 
reserved for the ruler of the world.43 As Boring observes, the one who “sees 
only the crucified Jesus sees who he really is (alēthōs, ‘truly’). This seeing is not 
a human attainment, but the gift of God, and in this respect the centurion is 
the model for all later believers.”44 In these three pivotal scenes, then, Jesus is 
declared Son of God, twice by a voice from heaven, and once—when that voice 
is silent—by a Roman centurion.

Seeing Mark 16:1-8 as the Conclusion of the Gospel
These three scenes form the narrative spine of Mark’s Gospel, and their central-
ity indicates that the career, origin, and death (and resurrection) of Jesus are 
decisive for the unfolding of God’s will for human history. A fourth such inter-
ruption occurs at the conclusion of the Gospel, but it is unlike the others. In 
Mark 16:1-8 there are three visual indications that the divine realm has broken 
through again: first, a massive stone removed from the mouth of the tomb; sec-
ond, a character designated as simply “a young man in dressed in a white robe”; 
and third, a missing body. Here, in contrast with the other three scenes, revela-
tion comes primarily through “not seeing.” Granted, the female disciples are also 
told that they will see Jesus in Galilee (v. 7), but this seeing lies outside the story 
and beyond the scope of the Gospel. The other difference between this story and 
the other epiphanies is that in this scene there is no declaration of Jesus as Son 
of God. When the young man in white speaks to the alarmed women, he says, 
“You are seeking Jesus the Nazarene, the one who was crucified. He was raised; 
he is not here” (Mark 16:6). Jesus is identified by his place of origin and by the 
means of his death—but this latter description, the “Crucified One,” names him 
as the rejected and suffering Son of Man as well as the subject of early Christian 
proclamation (as Paul says in 1 Cor. 1:23 and elsewhere).45

This final scene, then, is the inverse of the three earlier epiphany scenes, 
and it is exactly the opposite of what the reader should be expecting. After all, 
Jesus by now in Mark’s Gospel has predicted four times that he would rise from 
the dead; a reader familiar with early Christian traditions about the appearances 
of Jesus after his death would probably expect a scene at the tomb to conclude 
the Gospel with the risen Jesus appearing to his followers and commissioning 
them to carry forth the kerygma of his death and resurrection. Not only that, but 
a reader familiar with early Christian understandings of the meaning of Jesus’ 
resurrection might expect something along the lines of what Paul writes, quoting 
an early creedal formula in the salutation of his letter to Rome: “He was desig-
nated ‘Son of God’ in power according to the spirit of holiness by the resurrec-
tion of the dead” (Rom. 1:4). Perhaps such a reader would have been expecting 
an announcement that Jesus’ resurrection has confirmed that he is the Messiah, 
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the Christ, as Peter says in Acts: “God has made this Jesus whom you crucified 
both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36, following a lengthy exegetical piece on Jesus’ 
resurrection, vv. 24-35). A reader familiar with Greco-Roman myths about apo-
theosis might have expected a story with an empty tomb and a missing body 
to include some kind of acclamation of Jesus as a god, as the exalted Romulus 
declared in Plutarch’s Life of Romulus, or some kind of affirmation that he had 
been divine all along, similar to the conclusion Chaereas made when confronted 
with Callirhoe’s empty tomb.46

Why does Mark’s concluding story not include an affirmation that Jesus 
is the Messiah or Son of God? Boring suggests this is because Mark wanted to 
emphasize the ongoing importance of the career and death of Jesus: “The Risen 
One, the Christ and Son of God, the Son of Man who is to come on the clouds, is 
not to be separated from the career of the crucified man of Nazareth.”47 The genre 
of Mark’s concluding story may also offer a clue, however. Mark used a disappear-
ance story, following the narrative pattern of assumption, and according to Adela 
Yarbro Collins, this is because it was “a culturally defined way for an author living 
in the first century to narrate the resurrection of Jesus.”48 Given the expectation 
that the resurrection would involve all of God’s people, Collins says, the affirma-
tion that Jesus “had been raised from the dead as an individual . . . seemed quite 
similar to the claims that Enoch, Elijah, Moses, Romulus, and others had been 
taken, including their earthly bodies, to heaven.”49 In other words, to explain how 
claims about Jesus’ individual resurrection could be reconciled with the basic 
idea that resurrection was a corporate eschatological hope, Mark narrated Jesus’ 
resurrection as an assumption. His story emphasizes the aftereffects of Jesus’ res-
urrection using the elements of a disappearance story.50 In the tradition, after all, 
assumption is something that happens to an individual, while resurrection was 
typically understood as corporate and eschatological (that is, it would only hap-
pen at the end of the age). In my opinion, Mark did this because he had inherited 
a traditional story about the discovery of the empty tomb by female disciples; 
however, as noted above, such disappearance stories often included some kind of 
theological interpretation.

The closest thing to such an interpretation here is the single word ēgerthē, 
“he was raised” (16:6), which explains why “he is not here.” In Mark’s origi-
nal Greek, there is no connecting conjunction (such as “therefore”) that might 
explain how to understand the connection between the two statements. Impor-
tantly, however, the announcement precedes its implication: as we will see in 
other deployments of the story, the empty tomb is displayed as a result of God 
raising Jesus (rather than as a fact that led to the conclusion that he had been 
raised). The proclamation of the resurrection precedes the observation of the 
empty tomb. As in the transfiguration, the passive verb here suggests that this 
was done by God, but the text offers no explicit interpretation as to what this 
could mean for Jesus. Did his removal into the divine realm signify that he 
was really God’s Son? Did his resurrection from the dead mean that God had 
confirmed him as the Messiah or exalted him as Lord? By failing to provide 
an explicit answer to these questions, Mark in effect decenters both the early 



Mark: When the Bridegroom Is Taken Away     91

resurrection proclamation, which identified the risen Jesus as Christ/Messiah, 
Lord, Son of God; and the Greco-Roman apotheosis myth, which connected 
disappearance with apotheosis and with the veneration as hero or god of the one 
taken away, or (in the case of Roman emperors such as Julius and Augustus) of 
their successors as divi filius. In other words, he uses the language of resurrec-
tion and the narrative motifs of assumption but reconfigures certain aspects of 
the theological significance of each.

The Resurrection of the Son of Man
Why has Mark decentered these theological paradigms, and where does he direct 
the reader’s focus instead? One answer has already been seen: Mark preferred to 
use the title “Son of God” for Jesus in relation to his Spirit-filled career (Mark 1:9-
11; see also 3:11), his status or origin (9:2-8; see also, again, 3:11), and his obedi-
ent death (15:34-39; see also 14:35-36). Mark’s early readers could have taken 
“Son of God” as a multivalent term, which could have messianic or anti-imperial 
connotations, or which could imply Jesus’ divine origin. Regardless, the narra-
tion directs readers to understand the title mainly in terms of Jesus’ activity. This 
can be seen in the way “Son of God” figures prominently in the three epiphany 
scenes described above, but it can also be seen in the way the evangelist used 
what Jesus has to say about his mission, present and future, as the “Son of Man” 
to adjust or correct the disciples’ (and the readers’) expectations as to what “Mes-
siah” or “Son of God” should be and do.51 This happens several times in Mark’s 
presentation of the story of Jesus.

First, after Peter acclaims Jesus as Messiah (8:27-30), the narrator says that 
“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 days rise again” (8:31). The other passion predictions also use 
the title Son of Man for Jesus as rejected, suffering, executed, and rising (9:31; 
10:33-34; see also 9:12). Second, when confronted with the question of whether 
he was claiming to be “the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One” (Mark 14:61), 
Jesus responds to the chief priest with a saying that conflates Psalm 110 with 
Daniel 7: “I am; and you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of 
the Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (v. 62). This focuses on the 
future career of Jesus the Son of Man, when he would come as judge, imbued 
with divine authority. Importantly, the saying is presented, as are two related 
sayings in Mark (13:26; 16:7), using the not-seeing/seeing dynamic found also 
in Q 13:34-35: after a period of absence, the Son of Man52 (in Q 13:35, the Com-
ing One; but see also Q 12:39-40; 17:23-24) will suddenly appear. These sayings 
will be discussed further below. Third, all three of the Son of God epiphanies 
described above are redefined contextually in relation to Jesus’ self-presentation 
as Son of Man. After his baptism, Jesus the Son of God announces the kingdom 
of God, calls disciples, teaches, casts out demons, heals the sick (the blind, the 
lame, the skin-diseased), forgives sins, feeds the hungry, raises the dead, and 
rules on questions of Torah observance—as “one having authority” (1:22, 27; 
2:10).53 However, when Jesus heals a paralytic in Mark 2:1-12, he does so saying 
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that it is “in order that [his critics] may know that the Son of Man has author-
ity (Gk., exousia) on earth to forgive sins” (2:10). This remark uses language 
from Daniel 7, in which the “one like a human being” receives authority from 
the Ancient of Days (Dan. 7:12, 14 LXX). This authority Jesus delegates to his 
followers, both during his ministry (Mark 3:15; 6:7) and in the time before his 
return as Son of Man (13:34). After Jesus is declared at the transfiguration for 
the second time to be the “beloved Son [of God],” he warns the three disciples 
not to tell anyone what they had seen “until the Son of Man had risen from the 
dead” (9:9). Thus Jesus’ rightful status as Son of God, and the revelation of this 
glorious status to the disciples, is to remain hidden until after both his suffering 
(as an indispensable part of his mission, 8:31; 9:12; 9:31; 10:33-34; and espe-
cially 10:45) and his resurrection (the vindication of that suffering, 8:31; 9:9; 
9:31; 10:33-34) provide the correct interpretive lenses. As to the final epiphany 
of Jesus as Son of God, at his death, there is no explicit Son of Man statement to 
clarify its correct interpretation.

However, there are some significant indications that the reader is to interpret 
the empty tomb story as the (partial) vindication of Jesus the Son of Man. First 
and foremost, Son of Man is the typical self-designation of the Markan Jesus in 
his predictions of his resurrection (8:31; 9:9; 9:31; 10:33-34).54 Second, as Simon 
Gathercole has recently observed, the multivalence of the term “Son of Man” in 
Mark—given that it is used in different contexts for Jesus as having authority, 
Jesus as suffering and rejected, Jesus as vindicated through the resurrection, and 
Jesus as coming again at the end of the age—is held together by Mark’s narrative 
arc. “The narrative pattern which holds the Son of Man sayings together is: the 
authoritative Son of Man revealed—the authority of the Son of Man rejected—the 
authority of the Son of Man vindicated.”55 Yet the resurrection of the Son of Man 
(predicted in Mark 9:9) is only his partial vindication, since it remains for him 
to come, to be seen, and to receive his full “power and glory” (see 13:26). This 
can happen because, in his “resurrection,” as Mark tells it, Jesus the suffering and 
rising Son of Man has been removed into the divine realm in order to await his 
revelation as the coming Son of Man at “the end” (13:7, 13). This revelation would 
comprise both his gathering of the elect (13:27; presumably this means their cor-
porate resurrection) and his vindication before his oppressors, when they will see 
him (13:26; 14:62). Until then, Jesus will be absent, and his followers are not to 
be misled by false reports of his presence (13:21-23).Thus, third, the empty tomb 
story itself, as a disappearance story that emphasizes the absence of Jesus, invokes 
the assumption-return scenario we observed in the Sayings Gospel Q.

The women arrive at the tomb expecting to find a dead but present Jesus, for 
they bring spices to anoint the body—possibly to complete what was impossible 
to finish at the onset of the Sabbath (15:46; 16:1-3). They seem not to know that 
Jesus has already been anointed for burial by an unnamed woman (14:3-9), but 
their desire to care for him after his death, which should be interpreted as a con-
tinuation of their discipleship and service (15:40-41; 16:1) and their observance 
of the Sabbath have brought them to the tomb at just the right time.56 After find-
ing the stone already rolled away, the women are alarmed to see a young man in 
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white sitting inside the tomb. His explanations are strikingly reminiscent of the 
not-seeing/seeing and absent/present dynamic found also in Q 13:34-35 and in 
related sayings such as Q 12:39-40:

“You are seeking Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has been raised, he 
is not here; see the place where they laid him. But leave now, and tell his dis-
ciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you into Galilee, and you will see him 
there, just as he told you.” (Mark 16:6-7)

“[And] I tell you, you will not see me until [the time comes when] you say, 
‘Blessed is the Coming One in the name of the Lord!’ ” (Q 13:35)

“But you should know that had the householder known in which hour [of the 
night] the thief was going to come, he would not have let his house be broken 
into. You also should be prepared, because you do not know at what hour the 
Son of Man is coming.” (Q 12:39-40)

What all these sayings share in common is the idea of an extended absence 
and then a restored presence. In Mark, the invitation to inspect is the concrete 
demonstration that “he is not here,” but the reference to the encounter in Galilee 
is the outcome of Jesus’ removal by God.57 The Q sayings about the coming of the 
Son of Man (see also Q 17:23-24, 26-30) talk about a period of absence followed 
by an unmistakable visible presence, and they hint at the restored presence as 
a time of separation and judgment. This is confirmed by the parables in Q that 
describe an absent master returning from a journey and evaluating his slaves’ 
conduct, as in Q 12:43: “Blessed is that slave whose master, when he comes, will 
find him so doing” (that is, doing what he had directed).58

Mark 16:7 refers obliquely to resurrection appearances in Galilee, although 
this reference is subsumed narratively to the theme of absence. There are three 
indications that Mark 16:7 is referencing an appearance tradition, such as the 
one preserved by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 + 7: (1) the use of the passive of 
the verb egeirō for “he was raised,” where elsewhere Mark uses anistēmi; (2) the 
priority of Peter; and (3) the use of the verb horaō for seeing the risen Jesus, 
a detail not found in Mark 14:28, the sister saying to 16:7.59 The language of a 
future “seeing,” however, in the context of Mark is strongly reminiscent of say-
ings about the coming of the Son of Man: both Mark 13:21-27 and 14:62 use the 
future “you/they will see the Son of Man . . . coming” (again, the verb is horaō). 
Does this mean that Mark 16:7 refers not to a resurrection appearance, but to the 
coming of Jesus the Son of Man—that is, the parousia?60 The strong connection 
made in some Jewish texts and traditions between assumption and special escha-
tological function, seen for example in traditions about Elijah and in the Jerusa-
lem saying in Q 13:34-35, would support this conclusion. Mark uses a traditional 
disappearance story as a way of focusing the reader’s attention on the future role 
of Jesus, rather than on his temporary risen presence, which, according to the 
appearance tradition, gave special authority and insight to those who claimed 
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such experiences (see, e.g., 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8-11; Luke 24:44-49). Thus Mark is sup-
pressing the appearance tradition in general. In doing so, Mark also suppresses 
a tradition about an appearance of the risen Jesus to the women; whether such a 
tradition was originally situated at the tomb will be explored in chapter 7 below.

The words of the young man are ambiguous and should probably be taken 
in two ways. First, just beyond the timeline of the narrative, the women and the 
other disciples should expect to see the risen Jesus in Galilee, although—as with 
the bridegroom saying in Mark 2:20—the focus of the story is on the absence of 
Jesus. For the women in the story, alarm, fear, trembling, and perplexity (ekstasis) 
are appropriate responses to a confrontation with the in-breaking divine realm; 
the three disciples react similarly at the transfiguration (9:6).61 The sights they 
see—the stone rolled away and the young man in white sitting inside the tomb—
are themselves signs of the nearness of the divine. This young man wears the 
white garments of the divine realm, and he knows the meaning of Jesus’ disap-
pearance and the details of his future contact with the disciples. The women react 
in fear as if they had seen an angel.62 It is possible that Mark’s source story nar-
rated the appearance of an angel, and that in his effort to downplay the epiphanic 
qualities of the story, the author has demoted the angel to a symbolic figure, a 
“young man” (neaniskos); this recalls the odd incident at Jesus’ arrest where a 
“young man” wearing only a linen garment runs away naked when seized by 
those who arrest Jesus (14:51-52).63 In any event, within the constraints of the 
narrative, the reader must assume that this figure has removed the stone so that 
the women can enter the tomb and see that Jesus is gone.64 

Thus, more importantly, what the women do not see—the body of Jesus—
also points to God’s decisive act. It signifies that God has taken the dead Jesus 
away in order to await his return as the Son of Man, and this means rescue from 
death, restoration to life, and exaltation in heaven.65 This is very much along 
the lines of what the Wisdom of Solomon says of “the Righteous One” (Wis-
dom 2–5), except that in Mark’s story of Jesus there is a physical “taking away,” 
whereas in Wisdom the removal language is euphemistic for untimely death.66 
Mark interprets the disappearance of Jesus’ body as (bodily) “resurrection,” at 
least partly because his christological sensibilities lie close to the kerygma that 
Paul transmitted: “Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, was bur-
ied, was raised from the dead according to the Scriptures” (see 1 Cor. 15:3-4 
with Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34; 10:45; 14:24). However, Mark does not narrate 
the appearances (1 Cor. 15:5-8) but only suggests them indirectly. Second—and 
“let the reader understand” (Mark 13:14)—this story also recalls Jesus’ warning 
to flee from Judea in the time of great oppression that would precede the com-
ing of the Son of Man (13:14-20); this warning applies above all to Mark’s audi-
ences. The time before the Son of Man’s coming would be defined not only by 
great oppression but also by the absence of the Messiah and by “false messiahs 
and false prophets” declaring his presence (vv. 21-22); these conditions are also 
predicted in Q (Q 17:23-24). The elect must not be deceived, but must “watch” 
(Mark 13:23), for they will see signs in the heavens before they will see “the Son 
of Man coming in the clouds with much power and glory” (vv. 24-26). When the 
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women flee from the tomb, so also Mark’s original reader must flee from Judea 
into Galilee while enduring the oppression that marks the days of the absence 
of the Son of Man.67 As in other texts from this era, the Son of Man is a repre-
sentative figure (although he never loses particularity as Jesus of Nazareth).68 
Just as he endured suffering and rejection and self-giving before vindication, so 
also must the community of the Son of Man, whose vindication will come when 
they finally “see” him, particularly because the Son of Man will finally be seen in 
all his power and glory by all—including those who rejected him. So, in a final 
ellipsis, the author of Mark invites his readers to correct the acclamation of Jesus 
as universally authoritative Son of God (15:39) with ideas about Jesus’ future 
revelation and vindication as the Son of Man (16:7), and has them look not to 
the legitimating presence of the risen Christ but to the absence and future return 
of the risen Son of Man.

We are now able to speak with more clarity as to how and why Mark has 
ended his Gospel as he has, decentering both the Greco-Roman disappearance-
apotheosis myth and the early Christian resurrection-appearance traditions. In 
both instances, the clue is found in Mark’s deployment of the character Jesus 
the Son of Man. First, Mark subverts Roman imperial theology, which com-
bined the apotheosis of the dead emperor (by both funeral rite and legal decree) 
with the acclamation of his successor as divi filius. As already seen, the Roman 
centurion—because the death of Jesus precipitates a divine revelation that he 
as a character in the narrative is prepared to accept, or at least to symbolize—
acclaims Jesus with the same title when he sees him die both as victim of imperial 
violence and as one obedient to his Father’s will. There is a deep irony that runs 
all the way through Mark’s passion narrative: those who mock and torture Jesus 
and call him “Messiah” and “King of Israel” (15:32) do not know that this is what 
he is, although the narrator and the reader do.69 In a similar vein, the centurion’s 
acclamation, coming from a Roman, gives Jesus the title reserved for the ruler 
of the inhabited world, though his installation as King of Israel and Ruler of all 
awaits his coming as the Son of Man, when his “glory and power” will be seen 
and acknowledged by all. A similar association of resurrection, parousia, and 
universal authority is seen in 1 Corinthians 15:23-28.

Mark’s closing story decenters imperial theology by using the narrative 
foundation of apotheosis—the assumption or disappearance story—to express 
a vindication that is at least partly deferred. The centurion’s remark “Truly this 
was God’s son” is proleptic and still awaits fulfillment. In place of an acclamation 
of Jesus as Son of God at the tomb he left empty, there is only “You are seeking 
Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has been raised, he is not here; see the 
place where they laid him” (16:6). This “place” that the young man indicates is 
the niche inside the tomb where the body had been put but that is now empty.70 
“He is not here” must be interpreted not in terms of the Greco-Roman paradigm, 
which understood assumption as the occasion of deification, but in terms of the 
Jewish idea that the one taken away was being reserved in heaven for his role at 
the end of the age. According to Mark, Jesus is already God’s Son, particularly 
because of his obedience to the Father’s will. The full postmortem vindication of 
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Jesus, for now postponed, is nearly at hand in Mark’s view, but the interim is a 
dangerous time for Mark’s readers, for they, like the women at the tomb, are at 
serious risk of becoming victims of Rome as Jesus had.

Second, the closing remark that “they told nothing to anyone, for they were 
afraid,” requires the reader to imagine that eventually they did tell the story, 
for otherwise Mark’s transmission of the story has no explanation.71 This sense 
that the women’s flight is a narrative suspension of the true end of the story also 
illuminates how and why Mark has ended his story without an appearance of 
the risen Jesus.72 In the other resurrection narratives, and in the letters of Paul, 
the appearances of Jesus serve to reconfirm and to commission his followers, to 
legitimate their interpretation of the Scriptures, and to validate their authority as 
they evangelized and oversaw new movements.73 Mark, because of the histori-
cal circumstances of his own circle, does not leave his reader with the validat-
ing presence of Jesus, probably because he is not interested in the transfer of 
authority from Jesus to his designees in the interim. As Donald Juel perceptively 
remarked, there is in this story a “critical tension . . . between blindness and 
insight, concealment and openness, silence and proclamation,” and this tension 
is not resolved.74 This means that Mark’s narrative focus is on the behavior of the 
disciple in the intervening time between the resurrection of Jesus and his coming 
as the Son of Man. This same theme of faithfulness in the interim is also found in 
Q material about slaves whose master is absent (e.g., Q 12:42-46). In this sense, 
the future is “open,” as is the ending of Mark.75 For in some ways, the reaction of 
the women and the open ending of Mark present a challenge to the readers and 
their present conduct as disciples of Jesus.76

It is a topic of long debate how best to understand the behavior of the women in 
this story. They are highlighted as followers who do not desert Jesus even in death 
(15:40-41), but in fleeing from the tomb they fail to follow the risen Jesus who was 
already going ahead to Galilee (16:8). They are the first recipients of the announce-
ment of Jesus’ resurrection (v. 6), but in remaining silent they fail to tell the other 
disciples the message that Jesus has been raised from the dead (v. 8). Victoria  
Phillips points out that because the narrator provides “an inside view” of the 
women’s thoughts and feelings, “Mark induces the reader to identify with the 
women.”77 Thus Mark presents a characterization in which “their emotions are 
understandable; [but] their actions—flight and the decision to be silent—are 
wrong.”78 Mark’s readers are challenged to consider how they will respond to the 
call to follow and to proclaim, and his description of the women’s response echoes 
earlier episodes in the Gospel. Their alarm and fear recall those followers of Jesus 
who were “alarmed” and “afraid” as Jesus “was going ahead of them” on his way 
to Jerusalem and to rejection, suffering, and death (10:32-34). These followed 
initially but deserted Jesus in the end (14:50-52); Jesus himself was “alarmed” 
(or “terrified”) as he confronted the Father’s will in Gethsemane (14:33), but he 
went to the cross.79 Their silence recalls the story of the leper who, once healed 
by Jesus, disregards the command to “tell nothing to anyone,” but instead goes 
out and begins “to proclaim it freely and to spread the word widely” (1:44-45). 
Therefore, in order to emphasize following Jesus and proclaiming the good news 
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of his resurrection as necessary aspects of the disciple’s behavior while the Master 
is still absent, Mark chooses not to narrate an appearance of the risen Jesus. He 
does retain the basic components of the resurrection kerygma, that is, “he was 
raised” and “he appeared,” but opts out of the legitimating implications of the 
appearance traditions.80

Assumption as Resurrection, and Resurrection as Assumption
Mark’s great contribution to the development of the Easter story is the fact that 
he combined the disappearance (assumption) tradition with the resurrection 
(appearance) tradition. There are good grounds for thinking that he did this in 
the first place because he had inherited a story about the discovery of the empty 
tomb, but even if arguments in favor of a traditional basis for Mark 16:1-8 do not 
convince, the story as it stands still has much more in common generically with 
assumption narratives than it does with appearance reports or narratives. The 
prominence of the assumption paradigm in Mark’s narrative ending shifts the 
focus from the temporary presence of the risen Jesus to his absence before his 
return as the Son of Man. Yet Mark, of course, was evidently also aware of the 
resurrection appearances and of their importance in some circles; he was also 
heir to the passion-resurrection kerygma, which was fundamental to the proc-
lamation and theological work of Paul. This is evident in the way he integrates 
into his narrative structure predictions of both Jesus’ passion and resurrection, 
as well as theological claims that Jesus’ death was “on behalf of many” (10:45; 
14:24; see also “on behalf of our sins” in 1 Cor. 15:3). Yet in telling an assump-
tion story, he omits any acclamation of Jesus as “Son of God” and thus decenters 
the Greco-Roman apotheosis myth in favor of the Jewish idea that those taken 
away by God are reserved in heaven for their role at the end of the age. And in 
telling a resurrection story, he omits any appearance of the risen Jesus that could 
authorize the mission of leaders in the Jesus movements in favor of a focus on 
the risk of discipleship and proclamation in the interim period of Jesus’ absence. 
This means that the appearance of Jesus to his followers in Galilee (Mark 16:7) 
must be understood by Mark as an appearance of the (risen but) taken-away 
Jesus from heaven (and not from out of the tomb).81 This is an epiphany along 
the same lines as the appearance of the deified Romulus to Julius Proculus, but 
of course the closer analogy within Mark is the appearance of Elijah and Moses 
from the heavenly realm in the transfiguration.

Mark has exploited the theological ideas normally associated with both 
assumption and resurrection and has combined them in such a way that the 
foundation for the Easter story as it will be developed by Luke, Matthew, and 
John has been laid. For in relying on both the “disappearance” characteristic of 
the assumption paradigm and the kerygmatic announcement that “he was raised 
from the dead,” Mark has told a story in which Jesus “was raised” in such a way 
that there is no question that the body is absent from the tomb: Jesus is dead and 
gone but also has been raised by God. According to Mark, then, the Crucified 
One has been taken away into heaven and raised by God, and now is there in a 
bodily way (just as Elijah and Moses and one supposes Enoch as well), waiting 
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to appear as the Son of Man. This ultimate revelation is just around the cor-
ner (Mark 13:24-27). In some ways, this removes the ambiguity present in the 
Pauline material about the “bodily” nature of Jesus’ resurrection (although, of 
course, Paul insisted on the resurrection “body” even though he conceived of it 
as “spiritual”). As we will see, at least Matthew (as far as we can tell) follows Mark 
in conceiving of the resurrection of Jesus as a bodily translation into the divine 
realm. For the other evangelists, as they received and redeployed the story, Jesus’ 
tomb is empty because he was raised out of it—absent from the tomb, but present 
outside of it—and they narrate his removal into the divine realm as a subsequent 
(not identical) event. As we will see in the following chapters, Luke, Matthew, 
and John each have unique contributions to make to the development of the 
Easter story, and all of these contributions can be best understood as narrative 
“improvements” that reconcile the disappearance tradition more fully with the 
appearance tradition.
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6. Luke: “Why Do Doubts 
Arise in Your Hearts?”

And they found the stone had been moved away from the 
tomb, but when they entered, they did not find the body of 
the Lord Jesus. And as they were puzzling about this, behold! 
two men dressed in clothing as bright as lightning stood near 
to them. And they became terrified and bowed their faces to 
the ground; and the men said to the women, “Why do you 
seek one who is living among the dead? He is not here, but 
has been raised. Remember how he told you, while he was 
still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be handed over into 
the hands of sinful men and be crucified and on the third day 
rise.” And they recalled his words . . . .

But Peter got up and ran to the tomb, and peering in he 
saw only the linen cloths; and he went home marveling at 
what had happened. 

—Luke 24:2-8, 12

And he said to them, “Why are you so disturbed, and why do 
doubts arise in your hearts? See my hands and my feet, that it 
is I myself; handle me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh 
and bones as I have.” 

—Luke 24:38-39

Luke’s version of the empty tomb story is quite different from its Markan source, 
and it includes some important narrative developments. As shown above, Paul 
talks about visionary appearances of the risen Christ without mentioning an 
empty tomb, and Mark’s narrative suggests a tangible disappearance without 
an appearance, tangible or otherwise. Despite this, Paul and Mark both use the 
category of resurrection to express Jesus’ vindication and ongoing existence—as 
does Luke. Mark began the process of bringing the empty tomb together with the 
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appearance traditions by narrating Jesus’ resurrection as a disappearance story, 
and by referring to (though not narrating) a Galilean appearance of the resur-
rected Jesus, in which Peter would figure strongly. Mark therefore shows knowl-
edge and acceptance of the appearance traditions but avoids a narrative situation 
in which the risen Jesus is present, even temporarily, to validate the movements 
associated with Peter and the others. Luke, on the other hand, makes the next log-
ical step in bringing the empty tomb narrative in line with the appearance tradi-
tions: in Luke’s version, Peter—first on Paul’s list and singled out by the author of 
Mark—visits the empty tomb to see for himself (Luke 24:12).1 This is probably the 
most important change Luke introduces, and it illustrates that Luke was acutely 
aware of the problems the empty tomb story posed. There are other significant 
adaptations as well, the most obvious being that Luke, in contrast to Mark, does 
describe appearances of the risen Jesus: one involving two unnamed disciples on 
the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35), and one involving “the Eleven and those 
with them” that extends to the end of the Gospel (24:36-53). Luke also refers to 
an appearance to Simon (Peter), though it is not narrated directly: it is what “the 
Eleven,” which of course would include Peter, are proclaiming (24:34). According 
to Luke, these appearances of the risen Jesus all occur in or around Jerusalem, 
and they conclude with Jesus being taken up into heaven from Bethany (24:50-
53),2 apparently on the same day, the first day of the week (as noted in Luke 24:1). 
Unlike Mark, whose disappearance story together with a predicted reappearance 
at a distance (eschatological and geographical) evoked assumption stories in both 
the Greek and Jewish milieus (Romulus, Elijah), Luke’s stories about tangible 
appearances of Jesus in the vicinity of Jerusalem seem more to imply a getting up 
or rising (Gk., egeirō) out of the tomb, which the women discover already open.

In comparison with Mark’s account, there are “two men” at the tomb 
in Luke, and they are more clearly angels than was Mark’s “young man” 
(Luke 24:4; Mark 16:5). This alteration is minor in relation to how Luke 
changes what the women are told at the tomb. The directive the women 
receive in Mark, to “go and tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead 
of you to Galilee” (Mark 16:7), is now in Luke a reminder of the passion pre-
dictions: “Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee . . .”  
(Luke 24:6). Luke preserves Mark’s reference to Galilee, but only as the location 
of earlier discipleship and instruction; Luke avoids referring to the appearance 
in Galilee at least partly because of his preference for Jerusalem as the site of the 
resurrection appearances. Another motivation for this change appears to be to 
restrict the role of the women as bearers of the Easter proclamation. The women 
in Luke no longer receive a commissioning to tell the Easter message to the other 
disciples, although they do tell the others (Luke 24:9-10) as they did not in Mark 
(16:8). Some scholars see this change as an attempt by Luke to decrease the sta-
tus or role of the women at the tomb, or even to decrease the status of Mary 
Magdalene in particular as a primary Easter witness.3 In this view, the changes 
Luke makes to Mark’s empty tomb story are symptomatic of an interest among 
some early Christians to limit carefully the roles women could play in leadership. 
This will be discussed in detail below.
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As to Peter’s visit to the empty tomb (Luke 24:12), some commentators see 
this addition as arising from the need to have the women’s testimony about the 
empty tomb verified by a competent male witness, for women were not accept-
able as witnesses in Jewish antiquity.4 Recent study has shown, however, that this 
was not always or necessarily the case.5 A negative view of women’s testimony 
could be implicit in verse 11: the apostles think the women’s report about the 
empty tomb is “nonsense” (lēros), and so they do not believe it. Luke’s choice 
of word for their view of the report, however, is probably due more to its con-
tent (an empty tomb and a vision of angels) than to its source (the women); the 
reader, after all, knows that the women’s report is true, and this does not present 
the apostles in a positive light. As we will see, questions about the empty tomb 
story, or more specifically about the nature of the resurrection, and not questions 
about the reliability of the women, lie at the root of this. In Luke 24:12 we find 
two important apologetic additions, both of which are attempts to defend the 
empty tomb story Luke has received in his source text, Mark. First, Luke adds an 
apostolic verification of the report. Peter, whose status is elevated by Luke else-
where in the Gospel (see, e.g., Luke 22:31-32), thus becomes, of the disbelieving 
apostles, the first to make steps toward belief in Jesus’ resurrection by running to 
the tomb and marveling at what he saw.6 The second apologetic addition is the 
description of the grave clothes, which were not mentioned in Mark. When Peter 
looks into the tomb, he sees only the linens, which not only means that he does 
not see the body, but also suggests that the body was not stolen, for someone 
moving or hiding the body would have taken the grave clothes with it. Thus Luke 
24:12 provides apostolic testimony that Jesus left the tomb on his own.

How Luke Adapts the Empty Tomb Story
A close look at the particular changes Luke makes to Mark 16:1-8 helps put the 
addition of Peter’s visit into its proper context. Luke omits the women’s odd ques-
tion: “Who will roll the stone away for us?” (Mark 16:3), because in Mark it only 
drew attention to the narrative problem of how the women thought they would be 
able to anoint the body, with no real plan for removing the stone. The problem of 
how the women expected to gain access to the body still remains in Luke, but the 
action moves so quickly to the discovery of the open tomb (24:2) that the reader is 
scarcely aware of it. Luke 24:2-3 contrasts the women’s two discoveries: they found 
(heuron) the stone moved away, but they did not find (ouch heuron) the body. By 
telling the story this way, Luke avoids a delay in Mark’s narrative. In Mark the 
reader does not know whether the body is there until the young man points out 
its absence to the women, who were apparently distracted by his presence in the 
tomb (Mark 16:6b). Luke makes this clear immediately, using language that was 
common in Hellenistic assumption stories. As we saw in the story about Chaereas 
and Callirhoe, witnesses would typically seek but not find the body (Chaer. 3.3; 
Luke 24:2-3, 5), and that was considered sufficient proof of a divine removal. It 
is perhaps inevitable that a narrative feature associated with assumption would 
have crept back into Luke’s resurrection story, because, after all, Jesus’ body has 
disappeared. In contrast with Mark, in Luke this language indicates that Jesus’ 
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body was removed by resurrection, not assumption. The assumption (ascension) 
of Jesus comes later in Luke 24:50-53 (also Acts 1:9-11). This contrast between the 
discovery of the open tomb and the nondiscovery of the body of Jesus is paralleled 
in Luke 24:12, where Peter sees the linens but not the body. When the women and 
then Peter view the inside of the tomb, they are puzzled (24:4a, 12b): this illus-
trates that the empty tomb never leads to resurrection faith, but only to wonder 
and amazement, possibly because there are so many ways to explain a missing 
body.

Following Mark, Luke resists calling these men “angels,” at least here in the 
tomb narrative (24:4), even though they appear suddenly, are brightly arrayed, 
and are later described as angels by the disciples journeying to Emmaus (24:23). 
In redacting Mark, Luke avoids, as he does elsewhere, the characteristically 
Markan words often translated as “alarm” or “dismay” or “amaze” (ekthambeō, 
thambeō).7 In Luke 24:5 the women are simply frightened and bow their faces to 
the ground.8 When the men speak, they draw attention to the women’s search for 
Jesus, just as the young man did in Mark. Their question, “Why do you seek the 
living one among the dead?” (Luke 24:5), notes the fruitlessness of their search 
and communicates that Jesus is alive. Luke eliminates the designation “who was 
crucified” from Mark as well. It is questionable whether the words “He is not here, 
but was raised” were originally in Luke, but if they were, they reflect the same 
connection between absence and resurrection made by Mark (Mark 16:6).9

The men in the tomb tell the women to remember what Jesus had said while 
he was still in Galilee. These women, not named in this context until verse 11, 
had been with Jesus in Galilee (see 8:1-3, where they are named, and 23:55-56, 
where they are not). The reminder of the three passion predictions (Luke 9:22; 
9:44-45; 18:31-34) is meant not only for the women but also for the reader. By 
doing this, Luke is able to retain the reference to Galilee in Mark (Mark 16:7; 
Luke 24:6) but can avoid referring to a resurrection appearance there, for (as 
noted above) Luke situates all the appearances in the vicinity of Jerusalem. Dur-
ing Jesus’ ministry, his disciples did not understand what he meant by predicting 
his suffering, death, and resurrection. This idea is present in Mark (e.g., Mark 
9:32), but Luke deepens it through the narrator’s remark that Jesus’ meaning was 
concealed or hidden from the disciples (Luke 9:45; 18:34). Likely, this was meant 
to indicate that God prevented them from understanding. But now, at the empty 
tomb, everything becomes plain, or at least it should begin to become plain. At 
least the women remember what he said, but this is the beginning of a process 
that must also involve an encounter with the risen Jesus in which he would “open 
their minds to understand the Scriptures” (24:45).

For Luke, the death and resurrection of Jesus are to be interpreted as the ful-
fillment of the divine plan, and therefore as the fulfillment of the Scriptures and 
of Jesus’ own teachings about himself. This emphasis, not present in the resurrec-
tion narratives of the other Gospels, occurs elsewhere in Luke 24 and also in Acts 
(see Luke 24:25-27, 44-47; Acts 2:22-36; 4:24-28; 13:26-39). Given the apparent 
importance of this theme to the author, it may be simply a side effect of the 
characteristically Lukan emphasis that the women are told to remember and not 
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to go and announce (as they are in Mark and the other Gospels). Some scholars 
see their response—of remembering and then telling without being told to—as a 
confirmation of their true discipleship.10 However, as noted above, others see this 
change as part of Luke’s effort to diminish the role of the women who find the 
empty tomb. As Ann Graham Brock argues, this is consistent with the writings of 
Luke, who “never provides divine justification for women to preach.”11

It is difficult to avoid this interpretation, especially given the reference to 
“the apostles,” by whom Luke means “the Eleven” (24:9-10; see also Luke 6:13; 
Acts 1:26). Luke restricts the designation “apostle” to this authoritative group 
of male disciples12 who, in this context, stand in sharp contrast to the women. 
In narrating the search for an apostolic replacement for Judas, Luke clearly has 
only male candidates in mind (Acts 1:21-22). Luke would have an interest in 
downplaying the role given to the women at the tomb, whether this would con-
sist in simply adjusting the words of the figures at the tomb so that they are not 
commissioned with the resurrection proclamation, or suppressing a resurrec-
tion appearance to a figure like Mary Magdalene (which could have provided 
legitimation for women in leadership roles).13 As already seen, Paul is sometimes 
thought to have taken a similar approach to appearances to women.14 By way 
of contrast, in the Fourth Gospel Mary is sent by the risen Jesus and leaves the 
tomb uttering a very apostolic proclamation: “I have seen the Lord” (John 20:18; 
cf. 1 Cor. 9:1). In some circles in the early Jesus movements, Mary was singled 
out as the recipient of special revelation,15 and later Christian tradition hailed 
her as “the apostle to the apostles.”16 Although it is certain that Luke avoided 
the Markan commissioning of the women by the young man, it is not certain 
that he avoided describing an appearance of the risen Jesus to the women, espe-
cially Mary Magdalene, as Brock has recently suggested.17 It is impossible to say 
whether Luke knew of such a tradition, and indeed whether such a tradition 
was always linked with the empty tomb story (as it is in Matthew and John). So 
Luke omits the Markan commissioning of the women, not only because he is 
interested in reminding the reader of the passion predictions, but probably also 
because he wished to limit the role given to the women. Nevertheless, in Luke’s 
story of the empty tomb, it is still the women and not “the apostles” who initially 
have the story right.

The Appearance to Simon (Peter) and His Visit to the Tomb
As suggested above, Mark 16:7 (a doublet of Mark 14:28) betrays Mark’s 
awareness of traditions that the risen Jesus appeared to Peter and oth-
ers. The author of Luke is more clearly aware of these traditions. As many 
scholars have recognized, the secondhand statement about an appear-
ance of the risen Jesus to Simon (Peter) at the conclusion of the Emmaus 
encounter (Luke 24:34) provides evidence that Luke knew, if not 1 Corin-
thians, at least the tradition Paul was quoting in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 + 7.18  
When the two formulations are compared, the distinctively Lukan features can 
be seen as consistent with the author’s work elsewhere.
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Luke 24:34  . . . that “the Lord indeed was raised, and he appeared to 
Simon.”

1 Cor. 15:5  . . . and that he has been raised on the third day according to the 
Scriptures and that he appeared to Cephas . . .

Both statements connect resurrection and appearance. Both are introduced with 
“that,” which often indicates the presence of a fragment of tradition. Both have 
a passive form of the verb “to raise” (egeirō), and both have “and he appeared” 
(kai ōphthē), although the names for Peter differ. This last detail is not insignifi-
cant, for there has been some question whether the Cephas of Paul’s letters is the 
(Simon) Peter of the Gospels and Acts.19 However, the names Cephas and Peter 
are virtually synonymous nicknames, Aramaic and Greek respectively, and John 
1:42 indicates that the two names were remembered as referring to the same 
person.20 In Luke 24:34, the pre-Pauline appearance tradition is adapted to Luke’s 
preferred name, Simon. Luke 24:34 also uses the title “the Lord,” which is Luke’s 
preferred title for the risen Jesus.21 “The third day” would be an obvious piece 
to omit, because within the narrative “today” would be more suitable. Luke also 
adds the adverb “indeed” (or “really”), which seems—coming from the Eleven 
as this does—appropriate after their reaction to news of the empty tomb (Luke 
24:9-11).22 Luke also does not have the formulaic “according to the Scriptures,” 
because, in Luke’s narration, the disciples do not yet understand that Jesus’ death 
and resurrection were foretold by Scripture. Luke 24:44-47 makes this clear, for 
the risen Jesus needs to “open their minds to understand the Scriptures” (v. 45) 
and to make explicit the connection between the testimony of Scripture and 
his own predictions (vv. 46-47). Jesus rebukes the two disciples on the way to 
Emmaus for their foolishness and slowness of heart, and explains things from 
Scriptures there as well (24:25-27). Verse 34, therefore, is quite clearly the cre-
ation of Luke on the basis of either 1 Corinthians 15 or the pre-Pauline appear-
ance tradition.23 An apparent awareness of other features in Paul’s argument for 
the resurrection of the dead, as we will see below, also suggests that Luke adapted 
Paul’s version of the tradition.

The verse also gives the sense that it was placed where it is quite deliberately. 
It intrudes awkwardly into the narrative; the story would conclude much more 
neatly without it, and so it could be a Lukan insertion of traditional material.24 
Occurring where it does, it also overshadows the news of the two disciples who 
have hurried back to Jerusalem to announce their encounter with Jesus (24:33, 
35)—in fact, the announcement the reader expects them to make is completely 
displaced by the kerygmatic announcement associated with Peter. Thus, it must 
be important that this reference to the appearance to Peter occurs precisely here. 
Narrative time seems generally to be compressed in Luke 24: the journey to 
Emmaus occurred “on the same day” as the discovery of the empty tomb (24:13). 
But at the end of the journey, although it was late enough to propose that the 
stranger stay over, the disciples still return to Jerusalem “at the same hour” and 
meet up with the Eleven and the others (24:33); then, while they were discussing 
these things, Jesus himself stood among them (24:36). There is no narrative clue 
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that the remainder of Luke describes separate appearances, but only one, which 
concluded when Jesus led them out to Bethany and was carried up into heaven 
(24:50-53). The tendency, especially when reading Luke 24 in a synopsis, which 
breaks the narrative into successive pericopae, or when trying to harmonize Luke 
24 with the “forty days” of Acts 1:3, is to miss this narrative compression.

Luke 24:34 cannot refer to Peter’s visit to the tomb, for it was there that Peter 
determined Jesus’ absence, and Peter had not yet experienced Jesus’ presence. 
The way the disciples on the road describe Peter’s visit, a verbal link with the 
initial discovery of the empty tomb is created: “They found (heuron) it just as the 
women said, but they did not see him” (24:24; cf. heuron in 24:2-3).25 Again, the 
emphasis is on “not seeing,” but not “seeing,” which is the emphasis in verse 34. 
The reader could conclude that this appearance to Peter took place before the 
encounter on the Emmaus road, since the two disciples hurry back to Jerusalem 
and find the rest gathered there and already proclaiming the news. In any case, 
even though the chronological order of the appearances is not entirely clear, the 
appearance to Peter still has priority, for this appearance (and not the appearance 
to the disciples at table) is the one that generates the kerygmatic announcement, 
“The Lord has been raised and has appeared.” This is consistent with Jesus’ say-
ing to Peter at the Last Supper: “But I have prayed on your behalf, that your faith 
might not fail; and you, once you have turned back, strengthen your brothers” 
(22:32).

If the appearance to Peter is given this precedence in Luke 24, this may have 
been an inference Luke drew from the placement of Cephas (Peter) in Paul’s 
list. Originally, of course, this placement might not have signified chronologi-
cal priority, but priority of some other kind; given the nature of the sources, 
however, a certain judgment is nearly impossible. It is interesting that both 
Mark and Luke single out Peter when adapting their empty tomb stories to 
bring them in line with the appearance traditions, and these three (1 Cor. 15:5; 
Mark 16:7; Luke 24:34) are the only references that might suggest the kind of 
priority we are discussing here.26 The scarcity of such references might indi-
cate, as Lüdemann has suggested, something of a suppression of the tradi-
tion that Peter was the primary resurrection witness, but of course certainty 
is impossible.27 Probably Luke did not know a traditional narrative about an 
appearance to Peter; otherwise he would have used it. So he had to opt for this 
redactional placement of the (Petrine) kerygmatic statement he adapted from  
1 Corinthians 15 (Luke 24:34).28

Taken together, Luke 24:12 and 24:34 mean that for Luke the primary witness 
of the risen Jesus, and the originator of the resurrection proclamation, authen-
ticates the empty tomb, and so appearance and disappearance converge on the 
character of Peter. But why? It may be that Luke was using Peter’s visit to the 
tomb as a response to charges from outsiders that the story of the empty tomb 
was “nonsense” (lēros, 24:11), although it would be odd for Luke to attribute an 
outsiders’ criticism to the primary insiders, “the Eleven.” Is Luke only trying to 
give some credibility to a story that, according to Mark, has only female wit-
nesses to support it? This too is possible, although as noted above the testimony 
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of women was not always or necessarily considered suspect or inferior. Another 
possibility has been suggested by Lüdemann, who thinks that in the pre-Lukan 
tradition the women’s visit was combined with the appearance to Peter accord-
ing to the following logic: “If the tomb was empty and Jesus appeared to Cephas, 
then the latter must have inspected it before he could accept the reality of the 
appearance.”29 Given Luke’s very materialistic, flesh-and-bones narration of 
the resurrection appearances (see Luke 24:36-43, discussed below), this makes 
sense, although the narrative order in Luke 24—inspection before appearance—
is exactly the opposite of what Lüdemann suggests. In any event, the author him-
self seems to be responsible for this combination.30 For Luke 24:34 is deliberately 
placed so as to preempt the two disciples’ announcement, which signifies that 
the resurrection proclamation, in Luke’s view, originated with the appearance to 
Peter. The other piece of the puzzle is the evidence that shows that Luke 24:12 is 
the author’s own creation, not an earlier tradition (as shown for Luke 24:34).31 
There is more to be said, however: Luke wants the reader to conclude something 
substantial about what the empty tomb means for the appearances.

Are We Seeing a Pneuma? 
Having Peter, the primary witness of the appearance traditions, verify the empty 
tomb is a significant development, since it narrowly limits how the appear-
ances can be interpreted. It requires complete bodily continuity between the 
dead Jesus in the tomb and the risen Jesus who appears—which is very differ-
ent from the complete transformation Paul envisioned. Of all the Gospels, Luke 
is the most explicit about the mode of Jesus’ postresurrection bodily existence. 
When he appears suddenly among the Eleven and the rest (24:36), Jesus himself 
explains that he is not a spirit (Gk., pneuma), for he has flesh and bones as a spirit 
cannot.

Now, while they were speaking, he stood in the midst of them and said to them, 
“Peace to you.” But they were startled, and became frightened, thinking they 
were seeing a spirit. And he said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do 
doubts arise in your hearts? See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself; handle 
me, and see, because a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I 
have.” And after he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. And 
while they were still in disbelief on account of joy and marveling, he said to 
them, “Do you have anything to eat in here?” So they gave him a piece of grilled 
fish; and he took it and ate it in front of them. (Luke 24:36-43)32

In Greco-Roman antiquity, it would not be out of the question to see someone 
who was dead, and as seen earlier in chapter 1, such experiences would be open 
to a variety of interpretations. Although such an apparition could be interpreted 
as the aftereffect of assumption-apotheosis (as in the case of Romulus), typically it 
would be interpreted as some aspect of the dead person—that is, the soul, shadow, 
or daimon—becoming visible to living persons. We would call this a ghost—as 
ancient Greek and Latin speakers would as well, with varying terminology—or 
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possibly, a “postmortem apparition.”33 In fact, most current translations render 
pneuma here in Luke 24:37, 39 not as “spirit” but as “ghost.”34

According to ancient thinking, certain types of people were more likely to 
appear after their death in ghostly manifestations. As noted above, the typical 
view was that those who had died young (or before marriage), those who had 
died violently, and those whose bodies were not given proper burial or cremation 
were more likely to have a restless postmortem existence and to cause trouble for 
the living.35 Jesus, executed as a criminal, would of course fall into the category 
of those dead by violence. Virgil (70–19 bce) held that among those doomed to 
a restless afterlife, excluded for a time from rest in Hades, were people unjustly 
executed or who took their own lives.36 Lucian (c. 125–80 ce) has one of his 
characters number the crucified (or impaled) among those especially given to 
appearing in ghostly manifestations: “such as, if a person hanged himself, or had 
his head cut off, or was impaled on a stake, or departed life in some other way 
such as these” (Lucian, Philops. 29).37 Sarah Iles Johnston shows, in addition, that 
the violent means of death is not as critical in such cases as the dishonor associ-
ated with it.38 This consideration is especially important given Luke’s emphasis 
on Jesus’ innocence (see Luke 23:4, 13-16, 20-22, 47; Acts 7:52; 13:28).39

An outsider could have concluded that followers of Jesus who were talking 
about his postmortem appearances had simply seen his ghost. As it seems, this 
would not have been considered unusual or extraordinary. But Luke makes it 
clear to his readers that however the appearances of Jesus could have been inter-
preted, they were epiphanies of someone who had been raised from the dead—
with an empty tomb. As already seen, this is confirmed by Peter himself when 
he finds the tomb empty except for the grave clothes. The fact that Luke does not 
narrate an appearance of the risen Jesus at the tomb (as Matthew and John do) 
may be explained, as seen above, through either Luke’s ignorance of such a tradi-
tion or his desire to restrict the role of the women to attesting the empty tomb—
not announcing the resurrection. Another potential concern arises, however, in 
view of the interpretation of the resurrection appearances as ghostly apparitions: 
Kathleen Corley explains that tomb visitation and lamentation by women came 
to be associated in ancient Mediterranean culture with necromantic practices 
of conjuring the dead.40 The corpus of spells and incantations called the Greek 
magical papyri attests to this, in particular to the ways that body parts could 
be used to control the ghosts of the dead—and the shade or spirit (often called 
a daimōn) of a person who died by violence would be particularly powerful if 
controlled. Hans Dieter Betz writes that given this background one is “justifiably 
astonished” that any of the evangelists chose to narrate resurrection appearances 
at the tomb.41

Further confirmation that the followers of Jesus had not seen (or conjured) 
his ghost is sometimes found in the demonstrations and explanations the risen 
Jesus makes in Luke 24:36-43. This passage in Luke 24 reads like an apologetic 
response to the view that the disciples of Jesus had really only seen his ghost 
(see Origen, Cels. 3.22; 7.35). If the risen Jesus were a ghost, he would not be as 
tangible as Luke’s story depicts him, since for the most part in antiquity ghosts 



108     Revisiting the Empty Tomb

were thought of as intangible and were depicted using “all the obvious metaphors 
of insubstantialness: shadows, breaths of air, smoke, and dreams.”42 A classic 
example of this is when, in his visit to the underworld, Odysseus attempts three 
times to embrace his dead mother, Anticleia, and three times she slips through 
his arms (Homer, Od. 11.204–8).43 On the other hand, in some ancient liter-
ary sources, ghosts take on a variety of embodied states, maintaining in some 
instances the physical state or attire of the individual at death or afterward, or 
even eating with the living (as Jesus does according to Luke-Acts) or physically 
affecting them otherwise.44 As seen in chapter 1, some of the more substantial 
ghosts were not exactly ghosts but reanimated persons (“revenants”) who would 
leave their graves to visit or torment the living, eventually to die again and leave 
their corpses behind.45 In Luke-Acts, however, Jesus does not leave his corpse 
behind but is taken bodily into heaven (Luke 24:51; Acts 1:9-11) and remains 
there in that state (as suggested by Acts 7:56).

There is, however, something striking about Luke’s use of “spirit” (pneuma) 
in this context. Eduard Schweizer thought that the “shadowy, non-corporeal 
existence” that pneuma denotes in Luke 24:37, 39 is quite different from the 
typical meaning of pneuma in Hellenism.46 In fact, pneuma is not among the 
words typically used for the apparition of a human person who had died. The 
typical Greek terms include phasma and phantasma (phantom), eidōlon (appa-
rition), daimōn (roughly, spirit of a dead person), and, less frequently, skia 
(shadow) and psychē (soul). These words were often used synonymously and 
connoted apparitions with varying degrees of “corporeality.”47 Pneuma, on the 
other hand, came to be used, but almost exclusively in Jewish Greek, for that 
part of the human person that survives death (e.g., 1 Enoch 103:4; Luke 23:46; 
Acts 7:59; Heb. 12:23; 1 Peter 3:19); and according to Terence Paige, “not a 
single Gentile, non-Christian writer prior to the late second century ever used 
pneuma to signify a ‘demon,’ ‘ghost,’ or ‘spirit’ of any sort. When Plutarch or 
Lucian (or Theophrastus before them) refer to such things, the terms used are 
always daimones, daimonia, or phasmata—never pneumata.”48 Moreover, no 
other source in Jewish or Christian Greek before Luke uses pneuma for “ghost,” 
that is, for the apparition of a dead person’s spirit.49 It would be unusual, then, 
for Luke to use pneuma to refer to a “ghostly” interpretation of the appearances 
of the risen Jesus—it is simply the wrong word. If that is what was intended, 
any of those words listed above would have been more appropriate. To under-
stand pneuma as “ghost” here also makes little narrative sense: would Jesus’ fol-
lowers, while they were talking about his resurrection and recent appearances 
(Luke 24:34-36), be surprised by his reappearance and interpret it as a ghostly 
apparition?

This suggests that Luke had some apologetic motivation for describing a res-
urrection appearance in precisely these terms (not pneuma, “spirit,” but having 
sarx kai ostea, “flesh and bones”), but probably the idea that Jesus’ followers had 
only seen his ghost is not a view he was particularly concerned about. Sometimes 
it is proposed that Luke was attempting to respond to either docetic or Marcion-
ite views about the body of Jesus. Although there are problems with both these 
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views, here at least we are closer to the answer, since Luke’s narration situates this 
alternative understanding of Jesus’ risen body within the circle of the Eleven, 
so that insider views (characterized as doubts or disputations, 24:38) about the 
risen Jesus are being challenged (contrast Matt. 27:62-66; 28:11-15).

So why does Luke use pneuma here? The surprise and misunderstanding 
of the disciples in Luke 24:37 allows Jesus to correct their understanding in a 
very explicit way, using both physical demonstration and verbal explanation, in 
the verses that follow (Luke 24:37-43). This strategy, including the unusual use 
of pneuma, is a clue that Luke is not responding to the outsiders’ view that the 
disciples had seen Jesus’ ghost, but rather to “pneumatic” interpretations of the 
appearances that may have been current in some circles of the early Christian 
movement. After all, those who are entertaining the view that the risen Jesus was 
“spirit” (v. 37) are the apostles! As already seen, exactly what Paul meant by a 
“spiritual” (pneumatikos) body in his explanation of resurrection in 1 Corinthi-
ans 15 is a debated point. This is important, for if commentators today disagree 
about Paul’s meaning, we may well expect that ancient readers also had their 
share of difficulty. In other words, Paul’s own views aside, he could have been 
understood as talking about a “resurrection” that was “spiritual” and that could 
occur without any revivification or transformation of the natural body (1 Cor. 
15:50). Also, the pre-Pauline tradition about the appearances of the risen Christ 
could have been understood as referring to visionary (that is, merely visionary) 
experiences that did not require anything special to happen to Jesus’ corpse. First 
Peter 3:18 (“put to death in the flesh, made alive in the spirit”) is also open to a 
similar interpretation, one that would have been obvious to many in the various 
contexts of early Christianity.

For Luke, this kind of “pneumatic” or “spiritual” understanding of Jesus’ 
ongoing existence after the resurrection is simply not possible. This is why the 
risen Jesus himself, in Luke, states explicitly that he is not a pneuma, but “I 
myself,” and has flesh and bones and a working digestive system, such as pneu-
mata cannot have. He also offers his hands and feet for inspection, presumably 
to demonstrate his crucifixion wounds. The nonpneumatic nature of the risen 
Jesus is clear as well in Acts 10:41, which describes how the chief witnesses of 
the resurrection ate and drank with Jesus (see also Acts 1:4). The significance of 
the terminology cannot be overstressed: Paul says that resurrection bodies are 
pneumatic, and that “the last Adam became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor. 15:44-49), 
and here Jesus says he is not a pneuma (Luke 24:39); Paul says flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 15:50), and here Jesus says that he has 
flesh and bones. What is more, when Jesus dies in Luke 23:46, he says, “Father, I 
commit my spirit into your hands,” which quite obviously suggests a separation 
of spirit from body.50 In Luke 24 Jesus is not a spirit without a body. Again, as 
argued above in the discussion of 1 Corinthians 15, we must be cautious not to 
impose an anachronistic dichotomy of “spiritual” versus “material” onto ancient 
thinking about such things. But for Luke the risen Jesus is anything but pneu-
matic, and in fact, Jesus himself describes such a view as allowing doubts to arise 
in their hearts (Luke 24:38).
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Having the chief witness of the appearances of Jesus validate the empty 
tomb—and thus the flesh-and-bones corporeality of both the resurrection and 
the subsequent appearances—goes a long way for Luke in his apologetic for the 
nonpneumatic resurrection of Jesus. As James Robinson wrote:

This reduction of resurrection appearances to religious experience . . . is the foil 
against which the non-luminous resurrection appearances at the ends of the 
gospels . . . are composed. . . . This apologetic against a ghostlike experience has 
pushed Luke to emphasize the “flesh and bones” of the resurrection, which is 
clearly one step nearer “orthodoxy” than was Paul (1 Cor. 15:50).51

In Robinson’s view, Luke is reacting against the gnosticizing possibilities that a 
pneumatic view might represent—including the Pauline identification of Christ 
with the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:17-18), which Luke avoids by separating the resurrec-
tion appearances so carefully from the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.52 As 
we will see, it is more likely that Luke was concerned about the “reduction of 
resurrection appearances to religious experience” than about Gnostic or docetic 
interpretations of the resurrection appearances. It is probably more appropriate, 
if Luke was written in the first century, to look elsewhere to map out his apolo-
getic concerns—although it is true that his narration would be very conducive to 
anti-Gnostic and anti-docetic readings in the second century and beyond.53

Strictly speaking, docetism denies the reality or physicality of Jesus’ body, 
not just in the postresurrection appearances, but during his life and career as 
well. When Ignatius of Antioch (d. c. 107 ce) wrote, “I know and believe that he 
was in the flesh also after the resurrection” (Smyrn. 3:1), he meant, “after the res-
urrection as well as before the resurrection” (see, for context, Smyrnaeans 2). He 
then went on to describe a resurrection appearance and to repeat a post-Easter 
saying much like Luke 24:39:

And when he came to those of Peter’s circle, he said to them: “Take, handle me 
and see that I am not a bodiless daimon.” And immediately they touched him 
and believed, being united to him in flesh and spirit. . . . And after his resur-
rection, he ate and drank with them as a fleshly person, even though he was 
spiritually united to the Father. (Ignatius, Smyrn. 3:2-3)54

The exact parallel “handle me and see that I . . . not . . .” (psēlaphēsate me kai idete 
hoti . . . ouk . . . , Luke 24:39b; Smyrn. 3:2a) suggests Ignatius’s direct knowledge 
of Luke.55 The expression “those with Peter” could have been inferred by Igna-
tius from the immediate context (Luke 24:33-34). Either way, the physicality of 
Jesus’ existence both before and after his death and resurrection inheres in the 
immediate context of Ignatius’s Letter to the Smyrnaeans as the major issue at 
stake, and his polemic is directed against those who thought Christ suffered in 
appearance only (to dokein, Smyrnaeans 2). Nowhere in Luke is an interest in 
proving the physicality of Jesus’ body during his lifetime, or in showing that he 
really suffered in the body, made this explicit. So, because Ignatius refutes those 
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who thought Christ suffered in appearance, and does not deny the pneumatic 
quality of the postresurrection appearances; and because Luke is not interested 
in demonstrating the physicality of Jesus’ body before the resurrection, we are 
justified in distinguishing Luke’s “anti-pneumatic” apologetic from Ignatius’s 
“anti-docetic” apologetic.

Yet even if “nonpneumatic” is an appropriate term for Luke’s understand-
ing of the risen Jesus, it is still clear in Luke 24, from Jesus’ sudden appearances 
and disappearances, and his ability to go unrecognized, that there is something 
different—unearthly, perhaps, is the best word—about his ongoing existence. 
Most commentators recognize the parallels with descriptions of disappearing 
gods in Greco-Roman antiquity: we should conclude that for Luke the risen 
Jesus simply does what is appropriate to his risen status.56 Given the flesh-and-
bones “reality” of Jesus’ body in Luke 24 and the fact that the ascension for 
Luke signifies the end of the resurrection appearances (Acts 1:2-3), a case can 
be made for the view that Jesus is in an intermediate but entirely bodily state in 
Luke 24—he is risen but not exalted.57 But this is not to say that Jesus in Luke 
has a “spiritual” body such as Paul was describing simply because it is capable 
of unusual behavior.58 Luke is intent on claiming the exact opposite, as we have 
seen, and to try to suggest otherwise is to read 1 Corinthians 15 forcibly into 
Luke 24.59 What is more, Luke has the risen Jesus describe such a view of his 
postresurrection existence as the “questionings” or “doubts” (dialogismoi) that 
may arise in the hearts of the faithful (24:38), rather than the views of skeptical 
outsiders.

While it seems probable that this is simply Luke’s way of describing what (in 
his view) is a deficient understanding of the resurrection of Jesus and his ongo-
ing existence, the theme of doubt and/or hesitant faith is common throughout 
the Easter stories. As Christopher Evans noted, the theme “needs careful han-
dling, for it is not undifferentiated.”60 As a literary device, doubt is present (even 
if only by implication) in scenes in which the risen Jesus goes unrecognized; 
but when doubt is introduced explicitly, it is almost always doubt about the 
resurrection itself. The theme is not inherent in the resurrection traditions, but 
is something added later, at a time long after the appearances of the risen Jesus 
had ceased and believers had to reckon with the problem of the resurrection. 
This is clearest in John 20:24-29, in which Jesus says to the disbelieving Thomas, 
“Blessed are those who do not see and yet believe” (20:29). In Luke as in John, 
doubt is dispelled when the risen Jesus reveals himself: the disciples’ original 
disbelief of the women’s report (Luke 24:11) becomes disbelief on account of 
joy (24:41); and Peter’s wondering about the empty tomb (24:12) becomes the 
wonderment of the believers at the resurrection (24:41). However, the char-
acterization of a pneumatic view of Jesus’ postmortem existence as “doubts” 
(dialogismoi)61 means that Luke 24:36-43 is quite pointedly not about failing to 
believe in the resurrection of Jesus, but about failing to believe that Jesus was 
raised not as pneuma but in a revivified flesh-and-bones body, as “I myself ” 
(24:39).
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Luke’s Apostolic Control of the Empty Tomb Story
There is another way to come at Luke’s response to Paul on this question, and 
that is to examine the different ways that Paul and Luke describe Paul’s experi-
ence of the risen Christ. Luke tends to make supernatural experiences material, 
as many scholars have noted. A striking example is found in Luke’s redaction of 
the baptism of Jesus: the Holy Spirit descended “in bodily form” like a dove (Luke 
3:22; cf. Mark 1:10). This is, as we have been arguing, also the case in the way that 
the risen Jesus is depicted in Luke 24. By contextual association, Luke makes the 
appearance language of 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 concrete as well. The Lord appeared 
(ōphthē) to Simon (24:34), and although Luke cannot make the nature of that 
experience explicit by narrative means, evidently because he has no narrative 
source for the appearance to Peter, the reader naturally assumes that the risen 
Jesus appeared to Peter materially (and not merely in a vision or dream). Peter 
inspects the tomb, whose emptiness indicates that the body is missing as a result 
of the resurrection, as the presence of the grave clothes shows. This alone would 
suggest a flesh-and-bones appearance to Peter, but the appearances of the risen 
Jesus to the two on the road (24:13-33, 35) and to the Eleven and the others 
(24:36-43, 44-49) are quite obviously concrete experiences as well. The connec-
tion of Luke 24:34 with these narratives requires the reader to conclude that 
Peter’s experience—despite the “visionary” language required by the kerygmatic 
formulation in Luke 24:34—was exactly the same.

Luke hesitates, however, to make Paul’s experience of the risen Jesus tangible 
in precisely the same way. Here an examination of the different Greek expres-
sions Luke uses to describe visionary phenomena clarifies the matter. The most 
significant terms are the nouns optasia and horama, and the aorist passive of 
horaō. Luke uses optasia only three times, twice when there is some suspicion 
about the reality of what has been seen by others (Luke 1:22; 24:23), and once 
when Paul himself refers to his Damascus road experience as a heavenly optasia 
(Acts 26:19).62 Horama is used eleven times in Acts: for instance, in Ananias’s 
vision about Saul (Acts 9:10) or Peter’s vision about the net (10:17, 19; 11:5), both 
of which seem to be ecstatic visions (Acts 10:10; 11:5). One particularly impor-
tant usage is in Acts 12:9, when Peter thinks his release from prison is a vision, a 
horama (that is, not really happening). So horama is Luke’s typical expression for 
a personal visionary experience, a hallucination, even if given by God. Luke’s use 
of the aorist passive of horaō is not entirely unambiguous, either. He uses it for 
various appearances: God (Acts 7:2); angels (Luke 1:11; Acts 7:30, 35); Moses and 
Elijah at the transfiguration (Luke 9:31); the risen Jesus (Luke 24:34; Acts 13:31); 
even the tongues of fire at Pentecost (Acts 2:3).63 Luke seems to understand these 
occurrences as tangible rather than merely visionary, because in some instances 
other more concrete expressions (for standing, sitting, resting, and so forth) 
make clear the tangibility of the occurrence. This seems consistent with Luke’s 
tendency to make it clear whether such events are tangible or not.

When Luke describes Paul’s Damascus road experience, it is as a private 
visionary experience rather than a tangible encounter with the risen Jesus like the 
disciples had before Jesus’ ascension (Acts 9:3-9; 22:6-11; 26:12-18). Interestingly, 
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Paul’s experience is both luminous and auditory: it consists of a light from heaven 
and a voice. Of course, it is a “real” event from the perspective of Luke, and not 
a (merely ecstatic) vision as others clearly were, since it was audible and/or vis-
ible to the others with Paul—even if Luke evidently is not compelled to keep 
the story’s details straight on subsequent retellings. Luke twice uses the aorist 
passive of horaō—as in the appearance traditions—to describe what happened 
to Paul (Acts 9:17; 26:16). Paul, as we have already seen, includes himself on the 
list of those to whom the risen Christ appeared: “Last of all,” he writes, alluding 
to the chronological gap between his experience and the others, “he appeared 
also to me” (ōphthē kamoi, 1 Cor. 15:8). The fact that he uses the same language 
to describe his experience suggests that he thinks that all the appearances men-
tioned were the same not only in significance and result (the legitimation of 
authority) but also in character, as Wilhelm Michaelis suggested.64 When Luke, 
on the other hand, describes manifestations of the risen and exalted Jesus, such 
as those experienced by Paul and by Stephen (Acts 7:55-56), they are different 
from the appearances in Luke 24 both chronologically and substantially: chrono-
logically, of course, because they occur after the ascension, but also substantially, 
because the ascension indicates that Jesus will no longer appear in his physical 
body on earth. When Luke does use ōphthē to describe what happened to Paul 
(Acts 9:17; 26:16), it perhaps is a concession to Paul’s own use in 1 Corinthians 
15:8. Despite the similarity in language, reading Luke and Acts together makes it 
clear that Luke did not view the appearances to Peter and to Paul as the same in 
character, or in implication.

Luke’s most important adaptation of the Markan empty tomb story is his 
addition of Peter’s visit to the tomb (Luke 24:12). In Luke, the story about the 
disappearance of Jesus’ body from the tomb is thus brought another step closer 
to traditions about the appearances of the risen Jesus, when Peter—the primary 
appearance witness—confirms that the tomb is empty. This not only takes the 
authoritative word on the empty tomb away from the women who discover it and 
transfers it to the leader of Luke’s twelve apostles; it also restricts the authorizing 
appearances of the risen Jesus to those tangible, flesh-and-bones appearances 
experienced by the Eleven (later the Twelve). Luke evidently was acutely aware 
of the problems the empty tomb story posed, and so made some apologetic addi-
tions: (1) the apostolic verification, which functions both to validate the story 
itself (not its original witnesses) and to consolidate the narration of the resurrec-
tion appearances; and (2) the reference to the grave clothes, which indicates that 
the women and Peter were at the right tomb (not some other empty tomb) and 
that the body had not been moved or stolen.

In the end, Peter’s visit to the tomb in Luke 24:12 probably has less to do 
with corroborating the (supposedly) inferior testimony of the women than it 
has to do with how Luke thinks the appearances are to be understood. Peter’s 
visit restricts the interpretation that can be given to the appearances, and this 
redactional addition is consistent with Luke’s emphasis that Jesus was raised in a 
flesh-and-bones body. Luke was not exactly combating a docetic view, for typi-
cally such views disputed the reality of Jesus’ body entirely, or the reality of his 
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suffering, and not simply the tangibility of his resurrected state. According to his 
later detractors, Marcion (d. c. 160 ce) also had similar “pneumatic” ideas about 
what Jesus’ body was like—both before and after the resurrection.65 Yet in Luke 
the risen Jesus insists that he is not a pneuma; and given that the primary apos-
tolic witness of the resurrection validates that the risen Jesus is not “pneumatic,” 
the empty tomb story in Luke becomes an important part of the validation of the 
Twelve, which Luke identifies as the core of the Jerusalem group.

In this way, at least as the book of Acts represents Christian origins, all sub-
sequent offshoots of the Christian movement must trace their origins and legiti-
macy back to the Jerusalem group and the twelve apostles, whose authority is 
based on a (bodily) continuity with the mission of Jesus, mediated through the 
tangible resurrection appearances. Luke concludes, and Acts begins, by connect-
ing the authority of the Twelve with the ministry of the earthly Jesus and the 
tangible appearances of the risen Jesus.

Then he said to them: “These are my words, which I spoke to you while I was 
still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and in 
the Prophets and in the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Then he opened their minds 
to understand the Scriptures; and he said to them, “Thus it has been written 
that the Messiah must suffer, and rise from the dead on the third day, and that 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins must be preached in his name among 
all the Gentiles, beginning from Jerusalem: you are witnesses of these things.” 
(Luke 24:44-48)

This closing saying works on a number of levels: the risen Jesus validates the 
authority of the Twelve as (the primary) resurrection witnesses, their mission 
“beginning from Jerusalem” and including the Gentiles, and he also validates 
the new post-Easter hermeneutic, which finds Christ in the Scriptures (see, e.g., 
the application of Psalm 16 and Psalm 110 to Jesus in Acts 2:24-36). Even Paul, 
who considered himself an apostle “not from human beings nor from a human 
source, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the 
dead” (Gal. 1:1), according to Luke-Acts has his authority as a missionary (not 
apostle) given to him not by the risen Jesus directly, but through the mediation of 
the Twelve. In using the primary resurrection witness to authenticate the nature 
of the appearances as body-out-of-the-tomb, flesh-and-bones occurrences, Luke 
is defining what “resurrection” is like and confirming its “reality,” its verifiability 
through the established witnesses. For the language of Luke 24:36-43 leads us to 
conclude that in Luke 24 the author is combating the understanding of resurrec-
tion Paul presents in 1 Corinthians 15 (or perhaps an interpretation of it). But 
not only that: Luke is also restricting whose authority in the Christian movement 
finds authentication through direct connection with the risen Jesus. Although 
Luke probably wrote after Matthew, the Lukan development of the empty tomb 
story is not as dramatic as in Matthew, where disappearance and appearance 
come even closer together: Jesus appears to the women as they are leaving the 
tomb. Jesus is not in the tomb because he is present, risen, outside it.66
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Excursus: The Text of Luke 24 (Especially Luke 24:12)

There are some serious problems in establishing the original text of Luke 24. 
In the late nineteenth century, the textual critics B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort 
identified nine places in which witnesses belonging to the normally expansive 
“Western” text-type preserved shorter (and more original) readings than their 
otherwise favored “neutral” text (exemplified by the codices Sinaiticus and 
Alexandrinus).67 Westcott and Hort called these “Western non-interpolations” 
because they believed that the Western text had preserved the original, and 
because they did not want to call them “neutral interpolations.”68 Seven of these 
shorter readings are found in Luke 24. In the table that follows, the bracketed 
words are omitted in the Greek uncial Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis (D) and 
several recensions of the Old Latin version (it), and, in some cases, also by a few 
other witnesses:

Luke 24:3 . . . but they did not find the body [of the Lord Jesus].
Luke 24:6 “[He is not here, but was raised.] Remember how he told you . . .”
Luke 24:12  [But Peter got up and ran to the tomb, and peering in he saw 

only the linen cloths; and he went home wondering at what had 
happened.]

Luke 24:36 [and he said to them, “Peace to you.”]
Luke 24:40 [And after he said this, he showed them his hands and his 
feet.]
Luke 24:51 . . . he went away from them [and was carried up into heaven].
Luke 24:52  And [worshipping him] they returned to Jerusalem with 

great joy . . . .69

To these seven identified by Westcott and Hort as interpolations should also 
be added Luke 24:9, which also has a shorter reading in the same Western 
witnesses:

Luke 24:9  . . . and returning [from the tomb] they announced all these 
things to the Eleven . . . .70

In each of these instances, virtually all other textual witnesses testify to the lon-
ger reading. There has been an increasing tendency among scholars to evalu-
ate the longer readings as original to Luke,71 owing mainly to a reassessment of 
their external attestation, in particular the third-century papyrus manuscript P75, 
which includes the longer readings.72

However, Bart Ehrman has argued that the longer readings are interpo-
lations: he thinks they are anti-docetic corruptions of the original, which the 
Western witnesses preserve. Ehrman states that he evaluates each of the seven 
(among others) individually but finds a common tendency uniting all the longer 
non-Western readings. He writes:
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The non-Western interpolations evidence [a theological] Tendenz; for in these 
cases, the “Western” text evidences no scribal tendency at all, but simply attests 
the original text that came to be corrupted in another stream of the tradition 
early on in the history of its transmission. Moreover, these secondary corrup-
tions of which the Western tradition is innocent all work in the same direction: 
each functions to counter the docetic Christologies that can be dated to the 
time of their creation, the early to mid-second century.73

Other scholars have tried to establish a single origin or tendency for the longer 
readings, which they think are non-Western interpolations.74 Although some 
argue that it is better methodologically to treat each of the textual problems indi-
vidually, and weigh each on its own merits,75 Mikeal Parsons and Michael Wade 
Martin are probably justified in suspecting (at least) that the variant readings 
noted above are related. Martin’s probability study shows how unlikely it is that 
this collection of textual problems—whether we consider them to be omissions 
or interpolations—are seven (or eight) completely unrelated instances of scribal 
interference or error.76 We will return to this question below.

Ehrman thinks that Luke 24:12 was added in order to emphasize “that the 
Christ who died in the body was also raised in the body.”77 According to our 
study above, this is certainly what the verse emphasizes, but in dispute is whether 
its presence in Luke 24 is the work of an orthodox corruptor or the author of 
Luke. The question is complicated and has generated much scholarly discussion. 
In his many publications on this verse, Frans Neirynck has argued that evidence 
of Lukan composition weighs heavily against arguments of later insertion.78 Nei-
rynck highlights the following three Lukanisms: the pleonastic use of the parti-
ciple “having got up” (Gk., anastas), the verb “to wonder” (thaumazein), and the 
participle “that which has happened” (to gegonos). In particular he is impressed 
by “wondering at what had happened” (thaumazōn to gegonos): “The joining [of 
the two] in one expression creates a valid example of Lukan style.”79 On the other 
hand, the historical present “he sees” (blepei) has been characterized as non-
Lukan, for Luke tends to “correct” this use of the present tense when working 
with Mark; but the historical present does occur in material unique to Luke.80 
The participle “stooping down,” or better, “peering in” (parakupsas), and the word 
used for the linens (ta othonia) are also described as non-Lukan by Ehrman; Nei-
rynck takes parakupsas blepei as a double verb of seeing developed by Luke from 
Mark’s similar formulation “looking up they see” (anablepsasai theōrousin, Mark 
16:4), which also has an aorist participle used pleonastically with a historical 
present.81 Complicating matters further, exactly the same words (“and peering 
in he sees . . . the linens”) are found in John 20:5, which must mean either that a 
later interpolator added Luke 24:12 using the Fourth Gospel as source material, 
or that the author (or redactor) of the Fourth Gospel used Luke. Neirynck thinks 
the Fourth Gospel shows evidence here of Luke’s influence.82 This seems prob-
able because elsewhere there are other verbal parallels between Luke 24 and John 
20 at points where the text of Luke is not uncertain (so those parallels cannot be 
secondary scribal assimilations of Luke to John).83
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Neirynck complains that “it is inherent in the interpolation theory that no 
effort is made to understand Lk 24:12 in the context of Lk.”84 Luke 24:12 makes 
excellent sense in its immediate context. First of all, it makes good narrative 
sense as a rejoinder to the originally negative appraisal of the women’s report 
by the Eleven (v. 11). It also fits in connection with verses 2-3: the women did 
not find the body, and Peter sees only the linens (and not the body).85 Luke 
24:12 is also consistent with the recollection later in the chapter, in which the 
two disciples on the way to Emmaus say, “And some of us went to the tomb 
and found things just as the women had said, but they did not see him” (Luke 
24:24).86 Without verse 12, verse 24 would make little sense. “Some of us,” of 
course, suggests more than Peter, although as John Muddiman has pointed out, 
“Cleopas and his companion have to minimise the importance of the visits to 
the tomb, which are not grounds for hope”; they do this by using a “vague plu-
ral” for the visitors (“some women of our group,” v. 22; “some of those with us,”  
v. 24, though Peter went alone).87 In addition, as Jacob Kremer argues, each res-
urrection story in Luke 24 ends with something of a correction or counterbal-
ancing of an initial response of disbelief or lack of recognition, and the opening 
scene is more consistent with this pattern if verse 12 is original.88 Were it not for 
the omission of Luke 24:12 from the Western witnesses, its originality would 
scarcely be questioned.

We have not yet asked why Luke 24:12 is missing from the Western witnesses 
that lack it. Here there are two pertinent issues. First, there is the transcriptional 
problem of whether it is more likely that Luke 24:12 was added to or omitted 
from Luke. The unlikelihood of any scribe omitting material that would be con-
genial to proto-orthodox Christology is the cornerstone of the case against the 
originality of verse 12 (and the other longer readings as well). Second, there is the 
question, raised earlier, whether the shorter readings in Codex Bezae and others 
(or the longer readings in all other witnesses) should be seen as part of a larger 
single phenomenon or scribal tendency, one way or the other.89 These two issues 
are not necessarily related. For even if the omissions (or interpolations) all come 
from the same hand, this does not necessarily mean that hand had the same 
purpose in making all the changes that resulted in the phenomena we now have 
to deal with. Not all the changes may have been motivated by the same concern 
(whether anti-docetism or something else).90 Thus, whereas proponents of the 
originality of Luke 24:12 need to find transcriptional reasons for the Western 
omission of all the longer readings, a single purpose does not need to be sought. 
Yet on either side of the question, such solutions have been proposed.91

In the particular case of Luke 24:12, then, it seems justifiable to ask about 
the scribal rationale behind its absence without inquiring (at least at this point) 
whether the same rationale led to the other six shorter readings in the West-
ern text—even if we agree tentatively that all seven instances are related through 
their origin at the hand of a single scribe or in a single manuscript. It is pos-
sible that an early scribe omitted Luke 24:12 because of a perceived inconsis-
tency in the number of people visiting the tomb (as noted above, see vv. 12 and 
24), although some other reason may have been the impetus.92 The parallels with 
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the Fourth Gospel cannot be dismissed on the grounds of scribal harmonizing, 
as seen above. Other considerations—matters of Lukan style, consistency with 
the context, and external attestation—must be weighted more heavily than tran-
scriptional probabilities, so the view that Luke 24:12 was original to Luke 24 and 
is the work of the author of Luke is well supported.

For the other longer readings, the likelihood that they all arose from a sin-
gle source means that they should similarly be taken as original and not as sec-
ondary expansions, but they all must be accounted for on both contextual and 
transcriptional grounds. Since my argument in this chapter does not rest on the 
originality of any of the other longer readings in Luke 24, my discussion can be 
brief. First, Luke 24:3 and the longer reading, “the body [of the Lord Jesus].” The 
title “Lord Jesus” is a Lukan title for the risen Jesus, as discussed above. Ehrman 
is concerned that the usage does not fit here, since as yet the women do not 
believe that Jesus was raised, but this is unfounded: the term is not being used by 
the women, but by the narrator.93 Bruce Metzger and others think the words were 
omitted under the influence of Luke 24:23, which reads simply “his body.”94

Next, in Luke 24:6, the longer reading is not an exact harmonization to 
the other Synoptics: the longer reading “he is not here, but was raised” can be 
explained as a Lukan adaptation of the Markan source.95 It could have been omit-
ted as redundant after the question, “Why do you seek the living one among the 
dead?” (24:5). “From the tomb” (Luke 24:9) does not make sense as an orthodox 
interpolation, despite Martin’s recent attempt to explain it as such; Metzger puts 
down the omission to a transcriptional error.96 Next, in Luke 24:36, the peace 
greeting seems to have no effect on the frightened disciples, and this may have 
been grounds enough for its omission.97 Luke 24:40 probably was omitted, as 
numerous scholars have noted, because it seemed redundant after verse 39; it 
makes little sense as an “anti-docetic interpolation.”98 The reference to the ascen-
sion could have been omitted as contradicting the chronology of Acts 1:3-11, 
which describes a forty-day interval in which the appearances took place; as 
already noted, the narrative of Luke 24 implies that all the events took place on 
the first day of the week. Acts 1:2 nevertheless presumes that Luke’s first vol-
ume concluded with some reference to the ascension.99 Without a reference to 
the ascension, the motif of worship (Luke 24:52) would also have made little 
sense.100

The complexities of these problems, as well as the methodological concerns 
that attend them, make certainty impossible. On the whole, however, if it is cor-
rect to treat these textual problems as related, three considerations tip the scale 
in favor of the originality of the longer readings: (1) none of the longer readings 
can seriously be considered non-Lukan; (2) their omission in the Western wit-
nesses can be explained plausibly; (3) the age and character of the non-Western 
witnesses that attest to longer readings in Luke 24 must be taken seriously.
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7. Matthew: “And Behold, 
Jesus Met Them”

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”

—Matthew 28:18

And behold, Jesus met them, saying, “Greetings!” And they 
came up and took hold of his feet and worshipped him. Then 
Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid: go and tell my brothers 
that they should go into Galilee, and they will see me there.”

—Matthew 28:9-10

“Say that his disciples came by night and stole him while 
you were sleeping.” . . . And this story has been disseminated 
among Jews to this very day.

—Matthew 28:13, 15

Ulrich Luz has remarked that “the narrative fictions in Matthew’s Gospel . . . con-
trast strangely with his overall marked loyalty to tradition.”1 By “narrative fic-
tions” Luz means newly created stories that Matthew did not receive from either 
textual or oral sources or, on a larger scale, the rearrangement of episodes creat-
ing a new chronological order of the Jesus story. (We have already seen an exam-
ple of this phenomenon in the previous chapter: the Lukan addition of Peter’s 
inspection of the empty tomb.) Luz argues that the purpose of Matthew’s fictions 
“is to identify his Jesus story with the present situation of the community . . . to 
serve the ‘collective memory.’ ”2 Matthew’s “Jesus story” is not simply an archive 
of Jesus’ activities and teachings, but a vehicle through which he continues to 
speak to the community. This is because “Jesus has to give answers to the ques-
tions of Matthew’s present time and cannot simply remain in the past as a figure 
of the past.”3 The contrast to which Luz refers, between Matthew’s loyalty to his 
traditions and sources and his ability to make bold innovations in service of the 
message to his community, is illustrated perfectly in his deployment of the empty 
tomb story.
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In some ways, Matthew’s use of the Markan empty tomb story is fairly con-
servative, for the author takes both the text and theology of Mark 16 quite seri-
ously. When Matthew has Markan material to work with, he makes relatively 
minor adjustments to smooth out the story—changing the motivation for the 
women to come to the tomb, or modifying what the angel says to them, or fixing 
the end of the pericope so that the women do in fact go to tell the disciples. He 
is especially conservative where sayings material is transmitted (in Matt. 28:5-7), 
and less so when adapting Mark’s narrative structure to his own way of telling the 
story. Matthew also seems, as we will see, to retain Mark’s conceptualization of 
Jesus’ resurrection as an assumption into the heavenly realm (although this is not 
explicit) as that which installs Jesus as the exalted Son of Man, with “all authority 
given” to him. On the other hand, Matthew makes some dramatic and innovative 
additions to the story. In particular, we will see (1) a guard placed at the tomb 
at the request of the Jewish authorities, (2) an angel descending from heaven to 
roll the stone away from the mouth of the tomb, (3) an appearance of the risen 
Jesus as the women leave the tomb, and (4) an appearance of the risen Jesus to 
the Eleven in Galilee. The two appearances may be based on older traditions (cf. 
Matt. 28:9-10 with John 20:14-18; and Matt. 28:16-20 with 1 Cor. 15:5), but they 
are situated and told in ways that are distinctly Matthean. The appearance to 
the women at the tomb is curiously very similar to the appearance of the angel, 
something we will have to consider. The other two additions are fictional, that is, 
Matthean creations, in one way or another. Our challenge will be to discern how 
they serve the collective memory of Matthew’s community and early audiences.

These two particular innovations illuminate how Matthew understood the 
resurrection of Jesus. The guard at the tomb makes sense as Matthew’s apologetic 
response to the charge that the disciples had stolen the body of Jesus in order 
to fabricate a resurrection. As seen in an earlier chapter, there were many such 
stories in Mediterranean antiquity about people contriving to hide their bodily 
remains so that it would be concluded that the gods had taken them away and 
that they should be properly venerated.4 Consistent throughout these stories is 
the idea that hiding bodily remains was meant to lead to the conclusion not that 
the person was alive again on earth, but that he or she had been transported into 
the divine realm. Obviously the best way to prove that someone had risen from 
the dead would be not to empty their tomb but to produce them living—but 
by Matthew’s time it was deeply ingrained in the traditions that Jesus appeared 
only to his followers, and even then, as we have seen, these appearances did not 
always erase doubt about his rising. Although Matthew was trying to explain the 
genesis of the body-theft rumor—and not to prove that Jesus had been raised 
from the dead—early Christian readers of Matthew almost immediately seized 
on the Matthean depiction of the chief priests as knowing “everything that had 
happened” at the tomb (Matt. 28:11) and put these characters to use as hostile 
witnesses to the truth of the resurrection. Justin Martyr (Dial. 108) provides 
an early example of this use of Matthew.5 What is interesting is that already in 
Matthew’s community, the resurrection of Jesus was conceived of in terms of an 
empty tomb; the two went together. This must be at least partly due to how Mark 
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told the story, but neither can we exclude the possibility that the disappearance 
tradition was being interpreted in Matthew’s setting in light of the resurrection 
kerygma. Another Matthean innovation, the raising of the holy ones at the cru-
cifixion of Jesus (Matt. 27:52-53), should probably be understood in relation to 
this resurrection debate.

The addition of the angel’s descent to the tomb also illustrates how Matthew 
understood the resurrection. Having the women discover the tomb open, as they 
do in the other Gospels, would pose a problem given that Matthew has already 
situated a guard at the tomb. This would require some explanation: if the guards 
were watching, who opened the tomb, and what happened? In the other Gospels, 
of course, it is not explained, because the narratives do not provide any charac-
ters to watch; but one could suppose either that Jesus, having risen, pushed the 
stone away himself and got out of the tomb, or that the angel or angels had done 
it, whether to let Jesus out or to show that he was gone. The kind of physical pres-
ence of the risen Jesus Luke adopts might be in keeping with the former idea, but 
Luke simply does not make this clear. Because Mark’s narration of the resurrec-
tion used the narrative elements of a disappearance/assumption story, as argued 
above, Mark’s readers could conclude that if Jesus was taken up into heaven, the 
tomb probably was opened by the young man. Yet this is not clarified by Mark 
either. In Matthew, on the other hand, the reader knows that the angel rolls the 
stone away to show the women that it is empty. Thus Matthew comes close to 
the idea that the empty tomb can serve as a demonstration of the resurrection. 
And yet Matthew has also taken seriously the Markan connection between Jesus’ 
disappearance from the tomb and his exaltation as the Son of Man. The risen 
Jesus clearly speaks already as the exalted Son of Man in Matthew 28:18, echoing 
Daniel 7:13-14: “All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth.”6

Despite all this, probably the most important change Matthew introduces 
into the empty tomb story is the appearance of Jesus as the women are leaving 
the tomb. Although the narrator does not say where this happens—only that 
Jesus suddenly appears (v. 9) to the women after they left the tomb quickly and 
were running to tell the disciples (v. 8)—there is a strong narrative connection 
with the tomb. This signifies a greater narrative development in the empty tomb 
story than anything we saw in Luke, because it provides a stronger validation of 
the empty tomb’s meaning than any testimony that could be offered by either an 
angel or an apostle. The interpretive key to the empty tomb is the depiction of the 
risen Jesus alive outside it.

How Matthew Adapts the Empty Tomb Story
In the introduction to the story, Matthew has tidied up and significantly abbrevi-
ated his Markan source text (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:1-4).7 Of the “many women” 
disciples who according to Matthew followed Jesus from Galilee and witnessed 
his death (Matt. 27:55-56), only two, Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of 
James and Joseph, see the tomb and sit there awhile after the burial (27:61), and 
only these two return on the first day of the week (28:1). It is not entirely clear 
why Matthew would have omitted Salome from his Markan source, but he has 
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evidently assimilated the witnesses of the empty tomb to the witnesses of the 
place “where he was laid” (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47). Here in Matthew they come 
only “to see the tomb” (Matt. 28:1), and not “so they might anoint him” (Mark 
16:1). For Matthew, the anointing of Jesus’ body in preparation for its burial has 
already taken place in Matthew 26:6-13 (so also in Mark 14:3-9, although the 
women come to anoint the body in Mark 16 nonetheless). Narratively, com-
ing “to see” the tomb makes better sense given the addition to the story of the 
guard and the seal on the tomb, for these would have prevented the women from 
accessing and attending to the body. In doing this, Matthew has created a more 
realistic situation, since any public mourning of an executed criminal would be 
out of the question.8 Yet narrative congruity rather than verisimilitude must have 
been the motivation here, since enclosing this story is another (in two parts, 
Matt. 27:62-64 and 28:11-15), which is, it must be admitted, manifestly implau-
sible (as will be seen below).

By changing the motivation for the women coming to the tomb, Matthew 
has also eliminated the need for the odd (but dramatic) discussion the women 
have on the way to the tomb in Mark: “Who will roll the stone away for us?” 
(Mark 16:3). Some scholars have sought to explain “seeing the tomb” as a refer-
ence to the Jewish custom of visiting tombs until the third day in order to prevent 
premature burial.9 “The women who come (surely with sadness) to confirm Jesus’ 
death become (with great joy) the first witnesses of the resurrection.”10 Another 
compelling reading is offered by Warren Carter, who notes (as we have above in 
relation to Mark) the importance of “seeing” in the Gospel of Matthew. “Seeing 
the light” has to do with perceiving God’s saving activities on behalf of human-
kind (Matt. 4:16; Isa. 9:2), and in Matthew “to ‘see’ this light involves more than 
witnessing it, but encountering God’s salvific action in the midst of darkness.”11 
Carter thinks on this basis that the women, in seeing the death of Jesus and in 
coming to see the tomb, “unlike the male disciples have comprehended and acted 
on Jesus’s teaching about his death and resurrection.”12 Like the Jewish opponents 
of Jesus, the women have heard and understood his predictions that he would die 
and be raised after three days (Matt. 12:38-40). This is part of a well-developed 
contrast in Matthew 27:57—28:15 between the activities of the opponents and 
the guards, who wish to subvert the proclamation of the resurrection, and those 
of the women, who carry it as they have been commissioned. We will return to 
this contrast below.

Instead of telling how the women discover the open tomb, Matthew narrates 
its opening directly. As explained above, this is required by the stationing of the 
guard. In keeping with the apocalyptic (that is, revelatory) nature of this scene, 
the angel descends from heaven in the middle of an earthquake; earlier, at the 
crucifixion of Jesus, an earthquake is connected with the splitting of rocks, the 
opening of tombs, and the raising of the saints (Matt. 27:51-53, discussed below). 
The reader knows that again “God is beginning to act; now he is demonstrating 
his power.”13 More than that, by narrating the appearance of the angel, Matthew 
makes the women’s encounter with the young man (Mark 16:5-8) conform more 
closely to the narrative pattern such stories normally take. W. D. Davies and Dale 
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Allison show that other similar stories follow a fixed pattern: (1) the introduction 
of the human character(s); (2) the appearance of the angel; (3) the reaction of 
fear; (4) the word of consolation; (5) the giving of revelation; (6) the command; 
and (7) the obedient response.14 The angel does not descend here only in order 
to convey God’s message to the women, as in other angelophany stories; here the 
angel’s initial action is to roll the stone away from the tomb so that the women 
can see that it is empty, and to frustrate those who planned to prevent the resur-
rection proclamation by keeping the tomb sealed.15 The demonstration of the 
empty tomb, together with its interpretation (Matt. 28:5-7), is the revelation the 
angel gives.

The narration of the angel’s descent in Matthew 28:2 has led some com-
mentators to think that Matthew has abbreviated a tradition that lies behind 
Gospel of Peter 9.35—10.42.16 This text describes the descent of angels, but the 
stone rolls away by itself, and the angels escort the risen (actually, rising) Jesus 
out of the tomb and then accompany him on his ascent into heaven (this is not 
described explicitly, but see also Gos. Pet. 13.56). There is no need to suppose that 
Matthew is suppressing a description of the resurrection in a tradition he has 
received; there is sufficient evidence of Matthean composition here to suppose 
Matthew has created this part of the story.17 In any case, Luz is correct that “Mat-
thew obviously thinks, as do all authors of the New Testament, that although the 
resurrection of Jesus is an event that takes place in time . . . it is not visible and 
describable.”18 The resurrection must take place behind closed doors, as it were. 
There is also a traditional reason for this, in that Matthew has received a text (the 
Gospel of Mark) that explains the resurrection not as a resuscitation—as in the 
highly symbolic Ezekiel 37:1-14, or his own account of the raising of the holy 
ones (Matt. 27:52-53) who get up out of their tombs and walk into Jerusalem—
but as an assumption into heaven. If this happens to someone dead in a tomb, it 
cannot be narrated from the perspective of any witnesses (especially unfriendly 
ones).19

The angel is described using language similar to Matthew’s account of the 
transfiguration (Matt. 17:2) and to theophanies and angelophanies in Daniel 
(Dan. 7:9; 10:6).20 As in Daniel 10, bystanders who are not meant to be involved 
in the epiphany do not see what happens (Dan. 10:7; similarly Acts 9:7; 22:9). 
Here the guards at the tomb quake with fear (Gk., eseisthēsan) and become “like 
corpses” out of their fear of the angel (Matt. 28:4). Beyond the clear irony that 
those guarding Jesus’ corpse have become like dead men themselves, this descrip-
tion also prevents the guards from hearing the content of the angel’s message. 
Evidently they have seen the angel and the empty tomb; the reader assumes this 
is part of the report they give to their superiors of “everything that happened” 
(28:11), because they are instructed to provide an explanation for the missing 
body (v. 13).

“Do not be afraid,” the angel says to the women: although the narrator has not 
described them as afraid, the characteristic beginning of an angelophany (Dan. 
10:12, 19) is the granting of divine calm to those who rightly fear a manifestation 
of God’s agents.21 John Nolland suggests that the command comes in response 
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to the women witnessing the reaction of the guards: since the Greek includes the 
emphatic subject pronoun humeis, Nolland suggests that the meaning is some-
thing like “The guards were right to fear, but you do not need to be afraid.”22 Jesus 
himself speaks the same words of comfort when he appears to the women (Matt. 
28:9-10; see also 14:27; 17:7). The angel, of course, knows why the women have 
come to the tomb, and the characteristic assumption motif of search for a body is 
invoked: “I know that you are seeking Jesus who was crucified.” Here, however—
just as in Mark—this is subjugated to the resurrection proclamation.23 This part 
of the angel’s speech forms a tidy little chiastic structure, as follows:

a He is not here,
b for he has been raised,
b' just as he said;
a' come behold the place where he used to lay. (Matt. 28:6)

This is a careful elaboration of the form of the saying in Mark: “He has been 
raised, he is not here, behold the place where they put him” (Mark 16:6).24 Mark’s 
Greek does not offer any help to clarify the logical connection between the state-
ments—no conjunctions join these clauses—but they seem to move in a linear 
way from the resurrection proclamation to its result and then to the demonstra-
tion of the result. Here, by contrast, the demonstration of the empty tomb (a, 
a'), which focuses on the absence of Jesus, encloses a two-part announcement 
of his resurrection (b, b', only four words in Greek): the disappearance tradition 
is invoked in support of the resurrection. The first two words, translated “for he 
has been raised,” both clarify that Jesus’ tomb is empty because he was raised, 
and that this raising is God’s act of vindication (signified by the passive voice) 
in light of the crucifixion (see v. 5). The second two, translated “just as he said,” 
recall Jesus’ predictions that he would rise from the dead, many of which use the 
title Son of Man (Matt. 12:40; 17:9; 17:22-23; 20:18-19).25 Thus a proclamation of 
God’s act on Jesus’ behalf and a reminder of his foreknowledge of this part of the 
divine plan form the nucleus of this important part of the angel’s message. As in 
Mark, the connection the author creates here with earlier Son of Man material 
invokes Jesus in that designation in the empty tomb scene. As we will see, this is 
an important theme in Matthew 28: one the author found already in Mark, but 
one that is heightened by the way the risen Jesus speaks in the closing pericope.

The demonstration of the empty tomb, thus subordinated to the proclama-
tion of the resurrection, raises another question about Matthew’s presentation: 
if the tomb was already empty, how did the risen Jesus get out? Early Christian 
interpreters explained this by reading Matthew’s sealed and guarded tomb as 
equivalent to the locked houses inside which Jesus could suddenly appear in Luke 
and John (Luke 24:31, 36; John 20:19, 26).26 But Matthew, as a reader of Mark, 
may have found helpful Mark’s depiction of the resurrection as an assumption 
out of the tomb, presuming that if an angel were to roll the stone away, what one 
would find would be an empty tomb (this after all is what the tradition says), 
not a risen Jesus waiting to come out and show himself. This is because there 
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is a fundamental reluctance in the earliest traditions to narrate the resurrection 
itself—at least, not until the Gospel of Peter. This reluctance arises because the two 
core traditions of appearance and disappearance did not supply the raw materials 
for narrating the resurrection itself. Whether because of his loyalty to the tradi-
tion (which had only delivered to him appearance stories and a disappearance 
story), or because of his theological conviction that the resurrection of Jesus “is 
not visible and describable,” evidently a story that described Jesus rising from 
the dead was a fiction Matthew was not willing to create. What he does recount, 
however, is an appearance of Jesus at the tomb, an episode that brings together 
both disappearance/assumption (from the tomb) and resurrection/appearance 
(at the tomb) as a narrative expression of the announcement at the tomb: “He is 
not here, for he has been raised, just as he said; come see the place” (v. 6). When 
the women see (for one must assume they heed the angel’s instruction to come 
and see) the empty place where Jesus’ body used to be, they must interpret this in 
light of the announcement the angel brings: “He has been raised, just as he said.” 
But does this prepare them to see Jesus himself when they later hurry from the 
tomb to tell the disciples?

The angel commissions the women in much the same way as the young man 
did in Mark 16:7, but here in Matthew 28:7, the author introduces a few important 
changes. First, the angel commands them to “go quickly and tell,” rather than “leave 
and tell” (as in Mark). The difference seems minimal, but the verb for “go” (poreuthe-
isai, v. 7) here creates a link with the commissioning of the Eleven (poreuthentes,  
v. 19).27 Thus the women are instructed to go to the disciples with the message of 
the resurrection of Jesus, just as the disciples themselves will be instructed by the 
risen Jesus to go in order to make disciples, baptize, and teach. The message “that 
he has been raised from the dead” is phrased to echo confessional formulae.28 Yet 
is it correct that this commissioning is limited strictly to their announcement to 
the disciples, as Luz suggests?29 If so, this is consistent with a similar emphasis we 
noted in Luke, although here in Matthew the women are not called upon only to 
remember (see Luke 24:6-8). If Matthew intended to limit the role of the women 
as Luz suggests, perhaps this is because the author must have the Eleven as the 
nucleus of the discipling, baptizing, and teaching mission of the new movement 
(Matt. 28:16-20). On the other hand, as we will see below, it is the women who 
are given the commissioning with the true story of the empty tomb, in contrast 
with the guards, whose story closely parallels this one.

Second, in contrast with Mark, here the angel instructs the women specifi-
cally to give the resurrection proclamation, “He has been raised from the dead,” 
along with the reminder (see 26:32) that Jesus would go ahead of them into Gali-
lee. As we will see below, Galilee is important to Matthew not only as the origin of 
Jesus’ mission, but also as the origin of his own circle in the Jesus movements.30

Third, Peter is no longer mentioned, as in Mark 16:7. This is a bit of a puzzle 
in light of the prominent position given to Peter in Matthew (Matt. 16:17-19), 
but some have suggested that this is because of Peter’s denial of Jesus (26:69-
75).31 The last the reader hears of Peter in Matthew, he leaves the high priest’s 
courtyard weeping bitterly. More probably, however, the author simply wants to 
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leave him as one of the group (the Eleven, v. 17) because he had not received an 
appearance tradition in which Peter was singled out.32

Fourth, the angel’s message concludes with the solemn statement “Look, I 
have told you.” This marks the message of the angel as “the most important thing 
in the text,” for its contents are things “that human beings can neither discover 
nor rationally infer.”33 It also creates a sense of urgency that is carried into the 
next verse.

Finally, Matthew corrects Mark’s final verse by having the women leave the 
tomb quickly, as instructed, with fear and great joy, running to tell the disciples. 
But Matthew does not only make this change to correct Mark; he wishes to depict 
the women as obedient and joyful, although still afraid because of their encoun-
ter with the divine realm; this is so that the risen Jesus may meet them on good 
terms.

“And Behold, Jesus Met Them”: The Risen Jesus at the Tomb
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary, and the readers of Matthew, are com-
pletely unprepared for the encounter with the risen Jesus as they leave the tomb 
(Matt. 28:9-10). The angel, after all, has just said that the disciples would see 
Jesus in Galilee, and now here he is; verses 9-10 seem to be an insertion by 
the author rather than an intrinsic part of the empty tomb story. But has Mat-
thew inserted a traditional story or his own creation? Scholarship has gener-
ally been divided on this question. John 20:14-18 also describes an appearance 
of Jesus to Mary at the tomb, and the parallels between Matthew and John 
suggest to some scholars that there is an early tradition underlying Matthew 
28:9-10.34 Here they rely on arguments from either similar structure or similar 
vocabulary. Gerd Lüdemann, following up on a suggestion first made by C. H. 
Dodd, points to the common formal framework of Matthew 28:9-10; 28:16-20; 
and John 20:19-21.35 The fivefold pattern Dodd perceived was as follows: (1) 
the situation—Christ’s followers bereft of their Lord, (2) the appearance of the 
Lord, (3) the greeting, (4) the recognition, and (5) the word of command.36 
In Lüdemann’s view, this common structure is sufficient grounds to posit an 
early appearance tradition behind Matthew 28:9-10, though he proposes that 
it originally narrated an appearance not to the women at the tomb but to some 
other group of disciples elsewhere.37 Of course, the similarity in structure does 
not mean Matthew could not have composed this: the command “fear not” 
(28:10), which seems entirely unnecessary, seems to be a concession to how 
epiphany stories are typically told. Luz suggests that there is a “christological 
dimension” here, for the command not to be afraid indicates that “the meeting 
with the Risen One is not a meeting with just another human being but a meet-
ing with a divine being.”38

As for vocabulary, similarities between Matthew and John include the his-
torical present “he says” with “to them/her” (feminine), the instruction to “go 
and tell” (not precisely parallel in Greek), and “my brothers” as a designation for 
the disciples. Both Frans Neirynck and Robert Gundry have detailed how much 
of this, and most of the rest of 28:9-10, is consistent with the Matthean mode of 
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expression.39 The strong evidence of Matthean style suggests that Matthew wrote 
this himself. The reputation of Mary Magdalene in certain circles of the Jesus 
movements as a visionary, however, probably does not ultimately originate in 
this small piece of Matthean redaction; rather, Matthew has some basic knowl-
edge of an appearance to Mary and has narrated it in the context of his empty 
tomb story in this way. This would explain why the story offers so little in terms 
of new content (cf. John 20:14-18).

On a cursory reading of Matthew 28:1-10, the unexpected (“and behold,” v. 
9) appearance of Jesus as the women are leaving the tomb seems almost redun-
dant. What Jesus tells the women does not seem to impart anything substantial 
when compared with what they were already told by the angel (vv. 5-7); con-
trary to Luz’s opinion, it is not clear here that the women are excluded from 
seeing Jesus in Galilee (although 28:16 makes it clear the Eleven are the only 
ones present).40 The redundancy of the Christophany beside the angelophany so 
impressed some early critical scholars that they suggested that 28:9-10 was a later 
gloss added to the text of Matthew, but there is no text-critical evidence in sup-
port of this.41 The evidence of Matthean composition here, noted above, makes 
scribal interpolation unlikely. Despite this evidence, Gundry still suggests that 
Matthew was dependent here upon the lost ending of Mark (which in his view 
must have included an appearance to the women and to the disciples in Galilee, 
as here in Matthew), where the women needed a second command, this time 
from Jesus himself, to carry forward the good news of the resurrection.42 On this 
view the redundancy is created by Matthew’s redactional improvement of the 
women’s response in verse 8. This is altogether improbable, but it does illustrate 
the problem of reading verses 9-10 with the previous section.

In any case, Matthew 28:9-10 actually does advance the story, even if only 
slightly: the angel’s command to tell the disciples that Jesus was going ahead to 
Galilee is now a command from the risen Jesus, who calls the disciples “broth-
ers,” that they should go there. It is important here that the risen Jesus commis-
sions these women first, who are also the first to see and to respond to him as the 
Risen One. After Jesus meets and greets them, with a rather everyday greeting 
(chairete, which can mean anything between “Good morning” and “Rejoice”),43 
immediately the women “draw near and worship” him, taking hold of his feet.44 
Clearly this for Matthew is the appropriate response to such an encounter (see 
also 28:17), and there is no hint here that it is unwelcome in any way (see, in con-
trast, John 20:17). The grasping of the feet has been explained in various ways, 
whether as a customary part of the act of veneration45 or as an emphasis that 
the risen Jesus had a tangible physical body.46 Allison notes that folklore across 
cultures reflects the idea that “the feet of otherworldly beings” can be of a dubi-
ous nature.47 Likewise, in the second-century writing called The Epistle of the 
Apostles, the risen Jesus reassures his disciples by having them examine his foot-
prints: “For it is written in the prophet, ‘But a ghost, a demon, leaves no print on 
the ground’ ” (Ep. Apos. 11).48 We have seen that concerns about tangibility are 
sometimes thought to reflect a response to the view that the disciples had only 
seen Jesus’ ghost, or some kind of vision, but this is not always certain because 
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of the inconsistent insubstantiality of ancient ghosts; in any event, this does not 
seem to be a concern for Matthew.

The appearance in Galilee, in which Jesus uses exalted language suggestive 
of Daniel 7, could be considered an apocalyptic vision, but Matthew gives no 
indication that he needs to control how the appearance of Jesus is narrated; he is 
more concerned about the standard themes, such as commissioning and doubt, 
than about what Jesus’ body is like after the resurrection. So when Jesus appears 
outside the tomb and the women hold his feet, the reader knows this cannot be 
a vision, but why does Matthew introduce this appearance here and describe the 
encounter in this way? The appearance to the women is told like this because 
Matthew wants Jesus to be seen at the tomb in order to respond to how the empty 
tomb is being interpreted. To do this, Matthew brings the appearance tradition 
into the disappearance story directly (as Luke did indirectly by bringing Peter, a 
resurrection witness, to the tomb).49

Matthew’s work in this pericope is connected with a larger redactional 
schema related to his apologetic for the empty tomb. Interestingly, whereas 
Luke’s work in the empty tomb story is aimed at correcting what, in his view, was 
a deficient understanding of the resurrection within the early Christian move-
ments, Matthew is trying to address the implications of outsiders’ reactions to 
his community’s stories and proclamation of the empty tomb of Jesus. This can 
be seen in his additional material about the guard at the tomb, material that first 
appears in Matthew (Matt. 27:62-66; 28:11-15). For Matthew, the guard at the 
tomb both guarantees narratively that the disciples had not stolen Jesus’ body 
and accounts polemically for the origin of the story as a purposeful deception 
on the part of the Jewish authorities (the chief priests and the Pharisees). Simply 
put, the story itself is improbable and unhistorical.50 The other Gospels know 
nothing of a guard at the tomb, and it seems questionable that the Romans would 
guard a tomb or grave in which an executed criminal was interred (if burial had 
happened). Besides, prohibitions against tampering with or breaking into tombs 
were evidently taken seriously.51 Luz thinks these two episodes are Matthean fic-
tion, especially the role played by the Jewish authorities, which he calls “his-
torically grotesque,” although he does allow that there may have been an earlier 
tradition that the tomb was watched.52

Matthew has woven his material about the guard at the tomb in and around 
the stories about the empty tomb and the appearances of Jesus. Scenes focus-
ing on Jesus and the disciples are broken up by scenes focusing on the guard 
and the authorities, and Matthew has created some interesting parallels between 
these scenes.53 Of particular note is how both the women and the members of the 
guard are given a commission to tell something (eipate + hoti + direct speech: 
Matt. 28:7; 28:13), and they both go to announce their news (apaggellō: Matt. 
28:8, 10; 28:11).54 Matthew’s story also displays little interest in clarifying what 
the members of the guard saw and heard at the tomb. Matthew is ultimately 
more interested in presenting the two proclamations as parallels, which shows 
that his apologetic intends not to prove the resurrection, but to disprove a “rival 
interpretation” of the empty tomb.55 Two details help us determine Matthew’s 
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view of the contrary story as he was aware of it. First, the initial concern is that 
the disciples of Jesus, after removing the body, could announce that he had been 
raised from the dead. This indicates that the rumor originally arose in response 
to resurrection proclamation, which probably included an empty tomb story or 
report. Second, the narrator states that “this story has been disseminated among 
Jews until this very day” (Matt. 28:15), indicating that the rival interpretation was 
current in Matthew’s time and place.

Not mentioned at all in Matthew since the conclusion of the “woes” (Matt. 
23:39), “the Pharisees” approach Pilate together with the chief priests to propose 
placing a guard at Jesus’ tomb (Matt. 27:62). Matthew consistently depicts the 
Pharisees as hostile to Jesus but not directly involved in his death.56 However, 
they are needed here as witnesses to Jesus’ prediction of resurrection: as seen 
earlier, the sign of Jonah saying is given in reply to “some scribes and Pharisees” 
(Matt. 12:38-40), and their concern that the “last deception will be worse than 
the first” (27:64) echoes Jesus’ words about the exorcised man whose demons 
return (12:45, which correlates this to “this generation”). Another possibility 
is that Matthew considers “the Pharisees” to be the origin or perpetuators of 
the rival interpretation of the empty tomb. Anthony Saldarini suggests that “for 
Matthew the Pharisees are rival teachers, with an understanding and practice 
of Judaism distinct from and hostile to Jesus’. They symbolize the leaders of the 
postdestruction Jewish community of which Matthew is a dissident member.”57 
Unlike Pharisaioi, the expression Ioudaioi (Judeans, Jews) is rare in Matthew.58 
In Saldarini’s opinion, Matthew uses it here polemically, attempting to delegiti-
mize the traditional Jewish leaders (as with the Pharisees), but it does not mean 
that Matthew has become “totally separate from his ethnic group or religion.”59 
On this view, Matthew uses Ioudaioi in 28:15 to polemicize against part of the 
Jewish people, so that “not all those in Israel, but only some, those who have 
rejected Jesus’ resurrection, are included in this designation.”60 Saldarini is think-
ing here of the leadership primarily. Luz sees the context for the composition of 
this Matthean story as one of a more decisive break: “Matthew employs fictional 
devices to present his readers with the definitive separation of the community 
from the Jews.”61 In any case, this background to the story of the guard at the 
tomb sheds some light on why Matthew would want to depict the risen Jesus at 
the tomb: it is part of his counternarrative response to the rumor that the dis-
ciples had stolen the body. The disciples could not have stolen the body, accord-
ing to Matthew’s narration, for the following reasons: (1) the tomb was sealed 
and guarded so neither they nor the women had access to it; (2) the guards saw 
the angel (not the disciples) open the tomb and display it empty; (3) the rumor 
originated as an “official” response to the news (kept secret by the guard and the 
authorities) of the events at the tomb; and (4) Jesus was seen outside the empty 
tomb, and he spoke to the women, gave them a message to tell the disciples, and 
was able to be touched by them.

The significance Matthew attaches to the appearance to the women is clari-
fied in a different way by another piece of Matthean redaction, the raising of 
the holy ones at the death of Jesus (Matt. 27:52-53). This is situated by Matthew 
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among the apocalyptic “acts of God” that mark the death of Jesus as an eschato-
logical event: the temple veil is torn, the earth is shaken, the rocks are split, the 
tombs are opened, and many bodies of saints who had fallen asleep are raised. 
These things provoke the centurion’s confession, for he and others see “the earth-
quake and the things that happened” (Matt. 27:53).62 There are numerous prob-
lems here for the interpreter, including the source of this material, the timing of 
the raising and the subsequent appearance of the holy ones, whether the raising 
was among the things seen by the centurion and the others—but above all why 
this was included, particularly here at the death of Jesus.

Davies and Allison have noted a number of parallels between this scene and 
the empty tomb scene in Matthew 28:1-8: both are introduced with Matthew’s 
characteristic “and behold” (kai idou); both have an earthquake; both include the 
opening of tombs and a resurrection (described with the aorist passive of egeirō); 
the guards (hoi tērountes) in both scenes are stricken with fear; participants in 
both scenes enter Jerusalem; and female witnesses, including Mary Magdalene 
and the other Mary, are present at both scenes.63 The connection between this 
event and the resurrection of Jesus is further strengthened for the reader by the 
phrase “after his resurrection” (meta tēn egersin autou, Matt. 27:54), if it was 
original to Matthew.64 But even apart from this phrase, the parallels noted above 
suggest that the reader is invited to interpret the raising of the holy ones together 
with the resurrection of Jesus.

This gives further insight into the questions about Jesus’ resurrection being 
confronted by the Matthean community. The raising of the saints in Matthew 
27:52-53 is a corporate event, since it involves “many,” and it is also apocalyptic 
(at least proleptically) because it occurs along with other apocalyptic signs at the 
crucifixion, the tearing of the veil and the earthquake.65 The apocalyptic weight 
of this scene is evident in its verbal affinities with prophecies of resurrection from 
the Hebrew Bible (Ezek. 37:12-13; Zech. 14:4-5).66 It is probably safe to assume 
that these two would have been standard texts in discussions about resurrection 
in the Jewish community of which the Matthean group was a part. This raising 
is temporary and only a foreshadowing of their vindication; but the fact that the 
raised saints go into the city and show themselves is important. Some scholars 
have seen here a foreshadowing of the final judgment: the verb used for their 
appearance has some juridical connotations, as if the raised saints were going in 
to hold the city (and the generation) responsible for their blood.67 This would be 
clearer, admittedly, if the holy ones were described as persecuted or killed (see 
Matt. 23:29-39) rather than having “fallen asleep.”

It has already been shown that claims about an empty tomb were part of 
the wider conversation between Matthew’s community and members of other 
Jewish groups. Matthew’s unique material about the guard displays, as we have 
seen, an interest in refuting a charge current “among Jews” that the disciples had 
manufactured a “resurrection” by stealing the body. Matthew’s unique material 
about the raising of the holy ones, understood against this polemical setting, may 
have an interest in showing that Jesus’ resurrection was not in contradiction to 
standard views about resurrection being both corporate and apocalyptic. As we 
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have already seen, resurrection belief in Second Temple Judaism was normally 
corporate and apocalyptic in orientation, and it was never a mode of individual 
vindication, although individuals could hope for their own vindication in the 
coming resurrection (2 Maccabees 7). Thus an obvious question to a first-cen-
tury Jew (whether or not a member of a Jesus group) would be how the resurrec-
tion of Jesus should be connected theologically with the hoped-for eschatological 
resurrection. Paul dealt with this problem by claiming that Jesus was raised as the 
“first fruits,” whose resurrection not only precedes but also determines and guar-
antees the resurrection of the rest (1 Cor. 15:20-24). Later Christians thought in 
terms of descent of Christ into Hades to rescue the patriarchs (later called the 
“Harrowing of Hell”).68 In Matthew’s situation, the question may have been, “If 
Jesus has been raised, then where are the others, and where is the end?” Matthew 
replies (narratively) by showing that others were raised and that the end had, in 
a way, been foreshadowed by God at the death of Jesus. There are other questions 
raised by this passage, but for our purposes, it illustrates how Matthew’s redac-
tional work in these last chapters was informed by questions about the resurrec-
tion of Jesus that outsiders were asking.

Matthew’s appearance of the risen Jesus at (or near) the empty tomb is 
really a concrete narrativization of the claim, found already in Mark, that the 
tomb is empty because Jesus was raised out of it: “He is raised, he is not here” 
(Mark 16:6; cf. Matt. 28:6). It is one of three parts of a concerted response to 
outside challenges to the community’s belief in and proclamation of the res-
urrection of Jesus. First, in response to charges that the resurrection of Jesus 
could not have happened since it was not corporate and did not signal the 
end (since no corporate eschatological raising of the dead had yet occurred), 
Matthew added the raising of the saints and other apocalyptic elements to the 
Markan story of the death of Jesus. Second, in response to a rival interpreta-
tion of the empty tomb that had the disciples stealing the body, Matthew has 
the women at the tomb receive from the angel the commission to tell the right 
version of the story (“he has been raised just as he said,” 28:6), in contrast with 
the version of the chief priests and Pharisees (“that deceiver said,” 27:63). It 
is interesting, incidentally, that the empty tomb does not seem to be in dis-
pute here, whether because in Matthew’s Jewish circles resurrection would be 
unthinkable without an emptied tomb, or because it was simply granted (given 
the difficulty of proving or disproving in which empty tomb Jesus was origi-
nally interred). Matthew also attributes the motivation for the guard at the 
tomb, and the propagation of the subsequent deception, to the chief priests 
and the Pharisees, the representatives of the formative Judaism Matthew’s 
community found itself at odds with. Finally, Matthew has Jesus appear to the 
women as they are leaving the tomb (1) to demonstrate that the tomb is empty 
because Jesus is up and around outside it, and not for any other reason, and (2) 
to reinforce the basis of the proclamation of the resurrection and empty tomb 
as the authenticated view.
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“All Authority Is Given to Me”: The Risen Jesus as the Exalted Son of Man
Matthew 28:16-20, the appearance to the Eleven on a mountain in Galilee, is by 
all accounts a dense and carefully constructed story. Although there has been 
considerable disagreement among scholars about how to classify the appearance 
and commissioning,69 and (as one would expect by now) about the nature of the 
original tradition behind the story,70 most agree that the vision of the “one like a 
son of humankind” in Daniel 7:13-14 LXX has exercised significant influence on 
the language attributed to the risen Jesus in this final appearance. This is seen in 
expressions such as “all authority has been given” and “all nations,” but also in the 
“heavenly triad” (in Daniel, the Ancient of Days, the son of humankind, the angels, 
but in Matthew, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), in the transfer of power from God to 
a designated human being, and in the worship of God’s designate.71 There are other 
intertextual allusions here, for instance, to commissionings involving Moses,72 but 
our interest here is in how the risen Jesus speaks as the exalted Son of Man and 
what that means in Matthew’s view both for Jesus as the Risen One and for the 
community that owes its foundation and allegiance to him.

Wendy Cotter has pointed out the similarities between the scene in Matthew 
28:16-20 and apotheosis scenes in Greek literature: this is “the appearance of [a] 
hero whose body has been transformed so that it is fitting for paradise. . . . The 
divinized Jesus first announces his cosmic authorization to his followers (v. 18) 
and then exercises that authority in a mandate to them.”73 What distinguishes the 
claims of the exalted Jesus, however, is that he claims a cosmic authority through 
the appeal to the vision of the one like a son of humankind in Daniel 7.74 The 
allusions to Daniel 7 here would evoke for any reader familiar with the Scrip-
tures the term “Son of Man,” which to this point in Matthew has occurred some 
thirty times. As in Mark, the term is broadly used in Matthew, but it is always 
Jesus’ characteristic self-designation, whether in relation simply to his individual 
humanity; or to his authority while on earth; or to his rejection, suffering, death, 
and resurrection; or to his future career as eschatological savior and judge. (In Q, 
the term has a considerably narrower range of application.) In Daniel 7:13, the 
one like a son of humankind came to the Ancient of Days on the clouds, “and 
authority was given to him, and all the nations of the earth forever, and all glory 
was serving him; and his authority was an everlasting authority which will never 
be taken away, and his kingdom [an everlasting kingdom] which will never be 
destroyed” (7:14 LXX).75 This figure comes to his authority after the destruction 
of the fourth and most terrifying, most destructive beast (Dan. 7:1-8, 11-12). The 
one like a son of humankind also clearly represents “the holy ones,” for as the 
angel tells Daniel, “these great beasts are four kingdoms which shall perish from 
the earth; and the holy ones of the most high will receive the kingdom, and they 
will possess the kingdom forever and ever” (Dan. 7:17-18; also v. 27).76 This is the 
basis of the delegation of authority in the mission oracle in Matthew 28:18-20: 
“The backdrop of Daniel thus points to the Jewish Deity as the One who autho-
rizes Jesus, and who thus authorizes the community.”77

For Matthew, Jesus is already the exalted Son of Man and has already received 
“all authority,” even though his full revelation awaits his coming on the clouds, 
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his gathering of the elect, and the final overthrow of Rome (see Matt. 24:27-31).78 
Other Son of Man sayings in Matthew similarly emphasize Jesus’ future author-
ity as judge (Matt. 19:28-30; 25:31-46; 26:64), rather than his postresurrection 
authority. On what basis then can he claim this authority? Here a comparison 
with Q and with Mark could be illuminating. First, as seen in Mark, “the resur-
rection of the Son of Man” is depicted as an assumption by means of which Jesus 
is (raised and) preserved so that he may return as the Son of Man; this return was 
expected sooner for Mark’s readers than for the women who flee from the tomb. 
In Matthew, I would argue, this understanding of the resurrection as an assump-
tion that installs Jesus in the presence of God is still present; a hint of it was seen 
in the fact that when the angel rolled the stone away from the tomb, Jesus was 
already gone—removed, one should perhaps infer, into the divine realm from 
where he appears. Unlike the Apocalyptic Discourse, which predicts much tur-
moil and suffering before the coming of the Son of Man (Matt. 24:3-31), in this 
closing passage, the “end of the age” is only a distant prospect (28:20); the focus 
instead is on the mission of the disciples and the founding of a movement rather 
than on the Son of Man exerting his claim on the world directly.

In this sense, the authority of Jesus the exalted Son of Man is delegated to 
his followers, who will (in keeping with the imperial imagery) “conquer” the 
nations by making disciples who follow all that Jesus commanded (vv. 19-20). 
This mandate explains the delay, in contrast with Mark. Another saying from Q 
is equally illuminating: “All things have been handed over to me by my Father, 
and no one knows the son except the Father, nor [does anyone know] the Father 
except the son and the one to whom the son decides to reveal him” (Q 10:22). In 
Q, this saying occurs in the context of mission instructions (10:2-16), just as the 
saying we are considering in Matthew 28. It provides justification for the mis-
sion in Q as a saying that not only pronounces a blessing on those who receive 
the message (see also 10:21) but also authorizes the messengers because the one 
who delegates them has received all things from the Father.79 This saying thus 
situates Jesus uniquely as one who mediates revelation. But why is Jesus able to 
speak this way in Q? Paul Hoffmann thought this saying makes the best sense 
in the light of what he called the Q people’s “apokalypsis of the Son,” a revela-
tion connected with Easter faith,80 and John Kloppenborg explained it in light 
of an implied “functional identification of Jesus and Sophia,” so that no special 
moment of authorization needs to be narrated in Q—Sophia/Wisdom is always 
“vindicated by her children” (Q 7:35).81 Given its Danielic tone, the saying could 
also be explained in relation to the apocalypticism of the death-assumption para-
digm. Christopher Tuckett has pointed out that the saying might reflect equally 
“Son of Man” ideas as well as “the sonship language of Wisd 2–5 . . . where it is the 
righteous sufferer, and perhaps the follower of Wisdom, who is the ‘son’ of God.”82 
As seen in an earlier chapter, this “Righteous One” in Wisdom 2–5 is removed by 
God through an early death (using language drawn from Genesis 5 LXX on the 
assumption of Enoch) and exalted in front of his onetime oppressors.83 Regard-
less of whether those who compiled and redacted Q knew of this material in the 
Book of Wisdom, the point is that we have here in Q an elevated, even Danielic, 
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self-description of Jesus, and that this oracle delegates authority to the Q mission. 
Even in Q, the interim time between the disappearance of Jesus and his return 
as the Son of Man is to be used in faithful service (see Q 12:39-40, 42-46), which 
involves mission in his name.84 In its Matthean deployment (11:27), Q 10:22 still 
justifies the mission of the disciples, but it does so (in light of Matt. 28:18) by pro-
jecting the Easter authority of the Son back into his life, something Matthew also 
does elsewhere (e.g., Matt. 18:20). Here, however, “all things” refers to revelation 
rather than authority and rule.85 Matthew also perceives the Wisdom Christol-
ogy of the Q saying and appends to it another saying Jesus uttered as the exalted 
Wisdom: “Come to me, all of you who labor and are burdened down . . . . Take 
up my yoke upon you and learn from me” (Matt. 11:28-30).86

Matthew, of course, is heir both to Mark and to Q, and to their ideas about 
Jesus, his end, and his future role. Yet in view of the delay of the Son of Man’s 
coming, Matthew has had to revise significantly the eschatological framework 
and the eschatological sayings of both Mark and Q. This reshaping accounts for 
his composition of the apocalyptic discourse in Matthew 24–25.87 His concern 
there, as I argue elsewhere, is mainly to salvage the dominical material and to 
reconfigure it in an eschatological scenario that suits his own context.88 In other 
words, what Jesus said about the end is still valid, even if the way he said it in 
Mark and Q needs adjusting to suit Matthew’s perspective on God’s activities in 
history. The same applies to Matthew’s perspective on the postmortem exaltation 
of Jesus. Clearly Matthew still expects the Son of Man to come, but in the mean-
time he is exalted with all authority already given to him by the Father and can 
delegate that authority to his own emissaries. In terms of the means of that exal-
tation, there are reasons to think Matthew is heir to the “resurrection as assump-
tion” pattern established by Mark. But in terms of the reception and the exercise 
of that authority, Matthew sees that beginning now, as also in Q 10:22.

Finally, it is worth observing that this resurrection appearance occurs in 
Galilee. Of course, this is exactly what the angel (Matt. 28:7) and Jesus himself 
(26:32; 28:10) have predicted, but there is no reason to suppose that the core 
tradition on which Matthew relies had transmitted its location. As already noted, 
both Ulrich Luz and James Robinson have argued that Matthew shows evidence 
of both literary and sociohistorical descent from Q and its community. Their 
reasons for this, besides the obvious literary connections, are similar. Luz argues 
mainly that “church offices” (prophets, sages, scribes) that Q refers to are still 
important in Matthew, so that “the Q traditions reflect for the [Matthean] church 
experiences from its own history.”89 Robinson thinks that Matthew’s composi-
tional patterns in chapters 3–11 can be explained as an attempt to “archive” Q, in 
particular its mission instructions, as a relic of the Matthean community’s past, 
even though its future lies in the mission “to all nations” (28:19).90 If Q can be 
situated in Galilee, as some suggest,91 then Galilee is important to Matthew not 
only as the place where Jesus’ kingdom proclamation began, but also as the ori-
gin of his own community (which by the time of the writing of the Gospel was 
situated in Syria, possibly Antioch). Admittedly, this is somewhat speculative, 
but it illustrates helpfully that Luke’s pattern of a singular beginning of the Jesus 
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movement in Jerusalem can be disputed (one does not assume that had the story 
in Matthew continued the Eleven would go back to Jerusalem to regroup). It also 
illustrates that the appearance to the women at the tomb, which in Matthew’s 
story is the first appearance of the risen Jesus, has its main function in demon-
strating the reality of the resurrection of Jesus in front of the contested empty 
tomb. Again we see another author who thinks the empty tomb story needs help 
in order to speak coherently to his situation.
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8. John: “Where I Am Going, 
You Cannot Come”

“Little children, I am only with you a little while longer; you 
will look for me, and just as I said to the Jews—‘where I am 
going, you cannot come’—I now say to you as well.” 

—John 13:33

Thinking he was the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have 
moved him, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” 
Jesus said to her, “Mary.” And she turned around and said to 
him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said 
to her, “Do not touch me, for I have not yet ascended to the 
Father; but go to my brothers and tell them that I am going 
up to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” 
So Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples: “I 
have seen the Lord,” and [she reported] these things that he 
had said to her. 

—John 20:15-18

Then the Jews answered and said to him, “What sign will 
you show us [to authorize] you to do these things?” Jesus 
answered and said to them, “Unmake this temple and in three 
days I will raise it up.” So the Jews said, “Forty-six years this 
temple has been under construction, and in three days you 
will raise it up?” But he was speaking about the temple of 
his body. 

—John 2:18-21

In the Fourth Gospel, the accommodation of the disappearance tradition to the 
appearance tradition continues: one finds here both Luke’s addition of Peter as 
the primary resurrection witness who validates the story of the empty tomb, 
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and Matthew’s inclusion of an appearance of Jesus at the tomb, witnessed by the 
women who discover the empty tomb and encounter the angel. The question 
that immediately arises is how best to explain these parallels. Was the author of 
the Fourth Gospel a recipient of the same basic traditions that lie behind Mat-
thew 28:9-10 and Luke 24:12? Did the author use Matthew and Luke as source 
texts? Or was he somehow the recipient of secondary oral traditions, that is, sto-
ries circulating through different communities in the Jesus movement, but ulti-
mately originating from the oral performance of the other Gospels?1 Although 
such questions are important, they are ultimately not really consequential to our 
study, because there are other questions to ask about the meaning of the text. 
The narrative developments of the apostolic witness to the empty tomb and of 
the appearance to the women at the tomb are deployed, characteristically, within 
the literary, theological, and mythic framework of John.

Two illustrations of this can be seen in John 20:1-18. First, beside Peter at 
the tomb, in fact running alongside and then ahead of him to the tomb, is the 
Beloved Disciple (John 20:3-10); thus the fact that the tomb was discovered 
empty is corroborated also by the witness whose testimony is, according to the 
evangelist, the core of the Fourth Gospel (21:24).2 Similarly, in John there is not a 
crowd of women at the tomb, but only Mary Magdalene (20:1-2, 11-18), and it is 
Mary alone to whom Jesus appears at the tomb, and she whom he commissions 
with the message, “I am going up to my Father and your Father, to my God and 
your God” (20:17-18). This at least partly is a factor in the importance of Mary 
Magdalene as a character in John, for even though she is only mentioned once 
elsewhere in John (19:25), she is placed both at the crucifixion and at the tomb 
alongside the Beloved Disciple, and of course she is the first to see the risen Jesus 
in John. In addition, the extended scene—interrupted by the inspection of the 
tomb by the two disciples—of Mary alone at the tomb is also in keeping with 
the evangelist’s preference to narrate recognition scenes in which individuals are 
challenged, often at considerable length and with deeply revealing dialogue, to 
perceive who Jesus is and how to accept his cosmic significance.3 However, there 
is more going on in John’s empty tomb story than these two characteristically 
Johannine turns on the narrative, as we will see.

One of the distinctive features of John is the importance it gives to “signs.” 
Craig Koester defines a sign in John as “an action that brings the power of God 
into the realm of the senses,” normally an extraordinary action but one whose 
correct interpretation depends on whether the one interpreting the sign already 
has a relationship with Jesus that can provide context.4 In John, the empty tomb 
is one aspect of the sign of Jesus’ resurrection (the body of Jesus is the other). As 
in the other Gospels, the empty tomb in John signifies that God has raised Jesus 
(where proclamation of the resurrection is theologically prior, as in Mark 16:6), 
but this is not all that the empty tomb signifies. It also is related to the idea of 
Jesus’ departure, which according to the Fourth Gospel is the final leg of Jesus the 
Son’s cosmic journey.5 The Son (the Word) comes from and is sent by the Father; 
he reveals the Father and fulfills his will during his time on earth; and he departs 
from his beloved on earth in order to return to the Father and resume his place 
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of prominence in the glory of the Father.6 The theme of Jesus’ departure is espe-
cially important to his last discourse (John 13:31–17:26), an extended section in 
which Jesus, just before his arrest, speaks privately to the disciples about what his 
departure will mean for them. Interestingly, in a few places, departure language 
(Gk., hupagō and other verbs) is used together with language typically associated 
with assumption. “Seeking without finding” language is common (John 7:33-
36; 8:21-24; 13:33), as in the line given at the beginning of this chapter: “I am 
going away, and you will search for me; where I am going, you cannot come” 
(13:33; also 7:33-34; 8:21). “Not seeing” language also is found connected with 
this theme in a saying remarkably similar to Q 13:35, which (as seen above in 
chapter 4) is one of the pivotal pieces of evidence for the early emergence of the 
disappearance tradition:

“A little while and you see me no longer, and again a little while and you will see 
me.” (John 16:16)

“[And] I tell you, you will not see me until [the time comes when] you say, 
‘Blessed is the Coming One in the name of the Lord!’ ” (Q 13:35b)

The Q saying suggests that Jesus’ disappearance is connected with his future role 
as the Coming One; whether he comes in judgment upon those who acclaim him 
(too late) is a disputed question.7 On a surface reading, John 16:16 could refer to 
the brief hiatus between Jesus’ death and resurrection—after all, the disciples did 
not see him, and then they saw him again.8

Taking the full scope of the Johannine descent-ascent paradigm into 
account, however, this text has a deeper meaning, for it points to the prolonged 
physical absence of Jesus from his followers—he came from the Father and must 
return to the Father (John 16:28). This begins with the resurrection but is not 
complete until the Son finally ascends to the Father. As Jesus says to Mary when 
he is with her at the tomb: “Go to my brothers and tell them that I am going up 
to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God” (20:17). Martinus de 
Boer observes that “the grammar of these two statements [I am ascending to my 
Father/my God; I am going away to the Father/God] is identical,” so that “the 
conclusion seems inescapable that the theme of Jesus’ departure as enunciated in 
the Last Discourse (and in some earlier passages) looks forward not to the event 
of Jesus’ death by crucifixion as recounted in ch. 18–19, but to his ascension as 
announced in his resurrection appearance to Mary Magdalene.”9 The ascension 
is the departure to the Father, and the resurrection itself points ahead to it and 
the appearances point back to it, as will be argued below. Jesus’ followers may 
mourn at his becoming absent, but they have both a mission to carry out and 
empowerment for that mission in their reception of the Holy Spirit (20:21-23). 
In John this “not seeing” amounts to a crisis of faith for the reader—how can they 
believe in him whom they have not seen?10 Yet “blessed are those who believe 
without seeing,” the risen Jesus tells Thomas (John 20:29). The period of Jesus’ 
absence in Q and Mark, however, presents a crisis of discipleship. In Q 13:35, the 
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absence of Jesus signified his future apocalyptic role, and in the Q parables about 
returning masters, the theme was used to encourage faithful discipleship in the 
time before his coming. Similarly, in Mark, the absence of Jesus was used to spur 
the reader on to endure the dangers of discipleship before the coming of the Son 
of Man, which evidently was expected soon. Here in John, however, the time of 
the absence of Jesus, though still characterized by the risk of persecution from 
the Jews and hatred by the world, is the long-term prospect for the Johannine 
community. As Jesus explains in John 13–17, his followers cannot prevent him 
from leaving them, but he does not leave them alone (he sends the Advocate), 
and they will see him soon (not only in the revelation of the Advocate, but also 
when they join him in the mansions of the Father).

How John Adapts the Empty Tomb Story
Normally there are reservations about supposing John’s direct literary depen-
dence on one or more of the Synoptics, because the Fourth Gospel is so differ-
ent—in its framework, in the individual episodes it relates, and particularly in the 
way it represents the voice of Jesus. As seen in the previous chapters, however, 
in some of John’s resurrection stories (John 20), and in the passion narrative as 
well (John 18–19), it is justified to suppose that the evangelist not only was well 
acquainted with the other Gospels, but in some places used one or another as 
literary source material. On the other hand, the story as told here is thoroughly 
Johannine. In John’s empty tomb story, all of the basic elements of the story as 
it already appeared in Mark are present: a visit by female disciples (though in 
John only Mary Magdalene is mentioned) to the tomb early in the morning on 
the first day of the week (John 20:1), the discovery that the stone has been rolled 
away and the tomb is empty (vv. 1-2), an encounter with angels in the tomb (vv. 
11-12), and a flight from the tomb (v. 2). John’s focus on Mary might be a factor, 
as suggested above, of the intention to narrate an individual encounter with the 
risen Jesus; but John 20:2 suggests knowledge of other forms of the story that fea-
ture a group of women, since Mary says, “We do not know where they have put 
him.”11 The first-person plural also “marks the problem as not merely personal 
but communal.”12

The report to the two disciples and their inspection of the tomb have precur-
sors in Luke 24:9-12, as already noted; here the evangelist appears to have relied 
closely on the text of Luke, at least in his description of the inspection of the 
tomb (20:3-10). In particular, Luke and John agree in five consecutive words in 
Greek: kai parakupsas blepei ta othonia, “and having stooped/peered he sees the 
grave clothes” (Luke 24:12; John 20:5). Frans Neirynck, taking parakupsas as a 
verb of seeing, explains the phrase “having peered he sees” as Luke’s adaptation 
of Mark 16:3 (anablepsasai theōrousin, “and having looked up they see”); this 
together with other evidence of Lukan style (especially “having got up he ran,” 
and “marveling at what had happened”) makes Luke 24:12 the work of Luke 
himself. This means that the verbatim agreements here must be evidence that the 
author of the Fourth Gospel used Luke 24:12 as the source text for John 20:3-10.13 
There is also some close agreement between John and Matthew in what Jesus says 
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to Mary (and in Matthew, to the others) at the tomb. The combination of (1) the 
unusual designation of the disciples as “brothers” and (2) the command to go tell 
them about the risen Jesus’ itinerary (3) in a saying to women (or a woman) at 
the tomb makes it very probable that the author of John was influenced by Mat-
thew 28:9-10 in telling this appearance story.14

It is difficult to say precisely how John 20:1-18 came together into a single 
narrative, but a few things seem clear.15 Working from the basic story of the dis-
covery of the empty tomb, the evangelist has inserted the piece about Mary’s 
report to the two disciples, which, as just noted, he seems to have derived from 
Luke 24:9-11.16 Mary does not seem even to look into the tomb until verse 11, 
after she has returned from telling the two disciples that “they have taken the 
Lord out of the tomb” (v. 2). Without verses 2-10, we would have a story of Mary 
arriving at the tomb and seeing it already open (v. 1), then standing outside the 
tomb weeping before stooping (or peering) into the tomb and interacting with 
the angels (vv. 11-13). This insertion creates a bustle of trips back (into the city, 
one assumes) and forth to the tomb—and this provides the author an opportu-
nity to stress the rivalry between Peter and the Beloved Disciple. Mary’s guess 
that “they have taken the Lord” is also repeated (vv. 2, 13, 15). The text does not 
explain who Mary thinks may have done this, whether enemies preventing even 
the most basic burial for Jesus, or tomb robbers, or Joseph and Nicodemus, or 
“the gardener” (v. 15). As Koester notes, “Theologically, this is important for the 
evangelist. It makes clear that resurrection is not the obvious answer to an open 
tomb. Therefore, any belief that Jesus has risen and is alive must overcome this 
alternative explanation.”17

As to the angelophany, we find it in a substantially muted form. The angels 
themselves are only incidentally present: one sits at the head, and the other at the 
feet, of the place where the body of Jesus had been, but they offer no interpreta-
tion of the meaning of the empty tomb—there is no proclamation of the resur-
rection (cf. Mark 16:6; Matt. 28:6; Luke 24:5-6), nor is there a directive to go and 
tell the news to the other disciples (Mark 16:7; Matt. 28:7), but only the question, 
“Woman, why do you weep?” (John 20:12-13). This is the question Jesus also asks 
further along in the story (v. 15), after Mary mistakes him for the gardener (vv. 
14-15). Thus John reproduces, but in a different register, the Matthean coordina-
tion of Jesus’ saying with that of the angel (Matt. 28:7, 10). The typical reaction of 
fear is also absent, as it was in Matthew; in fact, the narrator here gives Mary no 
reaction at all to the presence of the angels except her response to their question. 
One almost thinks that the evangelist included the angels as a concession to the 
earlier deployments of the story but significantly diminished their importance 
to the story.18 In any event, as Raymond Brown notes, it is the following Chris-
tophany that interprets the empty tomb, and not the angel: “John [thus] begins a 
process that culminates in the second-century Epistula Apostolorum, 10, where 
the angelophany in the tomb is replaced entirely by a christophany [outside the 
tomb].”19

The inspection of the empty tomb by Peter and the Beloved Disciple, which 
(as suggested above) probably was written into the core story of Mary at the 
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tomb, appears in a considerably expanded form in comparison with the brief 
note in Luke 24:12. In Luke, Peter gets up and runs to the tomb to see for him-
self, evidently because the Eleven (himself included) initially did not believe the 
women’s report, dismissing it as nonsense or worse. After seeing the tomb empty 
except for the linen grave clothes, he returns home “marveling at what had hap-
pened.” As shown in chapter 6 above, this was Luke’s own contribution to the 
story, the intention evidently being to have the primary resurrection witness (a 
primacy Peter is given in Luke 24:34) validate the women’s story that the tomb 
was empty. Although the empty tomb does not lead to Easter faith, only to won-
der or amazement, Peter’s inspection controls the way that the appearances can 
be narrated: Jesus must appear in such a way as to leave an empty tomb, that is, 
in a flesh-and-bones body, not in a visionary experience (Luke 24:39). In some 
ways, the intention appears to be the same in the Fourth Gospel, since ques-
tions about the body of Jesus after the resurrection are entertained here, as the 
encounter between Thomas and the risen Jesus seems to show. However, as will 
be seen below, the bodily continuity of Jesus before and after the resurrection is 
not conceived in the same way as in Luke.

Because the Fourth Gospel (and probably the community behind the Gos-
pel)20 traces its origins to the testimony of “the disciple Jesus loved” (John 21:24), 
whoever that may have been, this disciple is included as a corroborating wit-
ness to the empty tomb alongside Peter. Possibly, the Beloved Disciple does not 
replace Peter as the apostolic witness because Peter’s importance to the origin of 
the resurrection proclamation cannot at this point be denied. In any case, Peter’s 
solitary run to the tomb in Luke 24:12 becomes a footrace with the Beloved Dis-
ciple in John 20:3-4. Although the Beloved Disciple outruns Peter and arrives 
at the tomb first, the narrative still gives precedence to Peter, for he (once he 
arrives) enters the tomb where the other disciple only stooped and peered in to 
see the grave clothes (vv. 5-7). Only after Peter has noticed the placement of the 
grave clothes does the Beloved Disciple enter and see for himself. What Peter 
sees is explained in great detail: “Then, following him, Peter also came, and he 
went into the tomb; and he saw the linen cloths lying there, and the face-cloth, 
which had been on his head, lying not with the other cloths, but off on one side, 
all folded up” (John 20:6-7). As in Luke, the point seems to be that the body was 
not simply moved or stolen—otherwise, whoever did this would have taken the 
body in the grave clothes.21 Andrew Lincoln also notes that there is a contrast 
intended with the raising of Lazarus, who needed help to get out of his grave 
clothes (John 11:44).22 The point of the separation of the grave clothes, which 
is described very deliberately, is less clear, at least until the reader comes to the 
observation that the two angels (who apparently are not yet in the tomb when 
Peter and the other disciple enter) were sitting in the tomb, “one at the head 
and one at the feet, where the body of Jesus had been lying” (v. 12). This would 
indicate that the author is envisioning the arcosolium type of tomb, which had 
wide but shallow shelves or troughs on which to place a body (rather than a nar-
row but deep loculus niche, into which one would place a body head-first, with 
only the feet showing).23 In any case, Mary scarcely notices the angels or their 
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placement, but the fact that their location is (again) so deliberately described has 
led some commentators to conclude that the two angels were meant to represent 
the two cherubim on either side of the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:17-22). 
This would be to situate the divine presence in between, where the resurrected 
body of Jesus had been lying.24

Like the other canonical Gospels, John displays a certain ambivalence toward 
the empty tomb itself. In Mark, as seen above in chapter 5, when the women see 
the tomb, they flee in fear (probably fear of the divine), even though they have 
had the empty tomb’s significance explained to them by the young man: “He was 
raised, he is not here” (Mark 16:6). In Luke the women do not flee in fear, but 
leave the tomb musing on Jesus’ predictions of his death and resurrection (Luke 
24:6-8), but not on the meaning of the empty tomb; and Peter, having seen the 
tomb and the grave clothes, leaves “marveling” but not believing (24:12). Here in 
John the narrator presents a puzzling sequence of actions and reactions: first the 
Beloved Disciple sees but does not enter (John 20:5); then Peter comes and goes 
in and sees (vv. 6-7); next the Beloved Disciple enters, sees the grave clothes, and 
believes (v. 8); then the narrator says, “For they did not as yet know the Scripture, 
that he must rise from the dead” (v. 9); and finally they go home (v. 10). What did 
the Beloved Disciple “believe” if he and Peter did not yet understand from the 
Scriptures that Jesus must rise again? One possibility is that the Beloved Disciple 
believed only after seeing the sign of the empty tomb and grave clothes that Jesus 
had risen from the dead; verse 9 then explains that he was able to believe without 
the additional insight into the Scriptures that a postresurrection experience of 
Jesus would have given. Another possibility is suggested by Sandra Schneiders: 
“The beloved disciple believed that on the cross, though he truly died, Jesus was 
exalted into the presence of God. The face cloth of his flesh (i.e., his mortality in 
which his glory had been veiled during his pre-Easter career) is now definitively 
laid aside.”25

In any event, the Beloved Disciple is the first to believe (notice, however, that 
the text does not claim belief for Peter). The Beloved Disciple’s coming to belief 
would be exemplary for the reader of John, for he is able to believe without an 
understanding of the Scriptures and even without an encounter with the risen 
Jesus (see 20:29).26 This character is introduced in the story of the tomb inspec-
tion because his already close relationship with Jesus enables him to interpret 
the sign of the empty tomb (including the folded grave clothes) in a way even 
Peter is not yet prepared to do.27 The Beloved Disciple, after all, reclined against 
Jesus’ side (Gk., kolpos) at the supper (John 13:23), language that recalls how the 
unique God (the Word) who resides in the Father’s bosom (kolpos) was able to 
make him known (1:18).

Another possibility is that the Beloved Disciple “saw and believed” only the 
report of Mary, that the body of Jesus was no longer in the tomb; only later would 
he believe that Jesus had been raised from the dead.28 The idea of progressive 
belief can also be found in John 4:46-53, where the nobleman first believes Jesus’ 
word that his son will live and then later believes together with his whole house 
(absolute, with no object stated). There, however, the beginning of trust has an 
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object, the word of Jesus; here in John 20:8 “he saw and believed” (absolute, with 
no object stated). As for Peter, by now he must have believed Mary’s report, but 
this is not made explicit. He is not yet ready to understand the full significance of 
the sign of the empty tomb, for his insight into the Scriptures had not been kin-
dled by a direct experience of the risen Jesus.29 Koester correctly notes that “the 
subdued conclusion to this scene works against the idea that seeing the empty 
tomb is a sure way to believe and comprehend the resurrection.”30 In John’s nar-
ration, this personal encounter was still to come for Peter and the other disciples 
(John 20:19-23), but it is near at hand for Mary (20:11-18), who meanwhile has 
returned to the tomb.

“I Have Seen the Lord”: Mary Magdalene’s Encounter with the Risen Jesus
The appearance of Jesus to Mary is similar to recognition scenes found elsewhere 
in John, although this one is significantly shorter than the others. Here she does 
not misunderstand the role or significance of Jesus, as others do in other recogni-
tion scenes (see, e.g., John 4:7-42); rather, she mistakes him for the gardener, a 
mistake most commentators put down to the theological idea that the risen Jesus 
must reveal himself. As Lincoln says, “There is still the need for the giving of 
recognition.”31 Luke also stresses the idea that the risen Jesus must make himself 
known through some demonstration of his identity (Luke 24:30-31, breaking 
bread; 24:39, revealing his pierced hands and feet).32 However, Mary’s encounter 
with Jesus also has some similarities to scenes in Hellenistic novels in which 
long-parted lovers are slow to recognize each other, just as Callirhoe recognizes 
Chaereas by the sound of his voice (Chaer. 8.1.7).33 Likewise here, Jesus initiates 
Mary’s recognition through greeting her by name (John 20:16; cf. Matt. 28:9) and 
commissions her directly with a message having real content: “I am ascending to 
my Father . . .” (cf. John 20:17 with Luke 24:5-9; Matt. 28:7, 10). Mary’s message 
to the others is reported in almost exactly the same language Paul used for his 
own experience of the risen Christ: “I have seen the Lord” (John 20:18; 1 Cor. 
9:1). Thus Mary here is the apostolorum apostola, the “apostle to the apostles.” 
This designation is of course secondary to John—something along these lines 
first appears in a commentary on the Song of Songs attributed to Hippolytus of 
Rome (d. c. 236 ce)34—but it may accurately reflect Mary’s status as a visionary 
and leading figure in some circles of early Christianity.

The appearance to the women in Matthew 28:9-10, as argued in the previ-
ous chapter, is a Matthean composition, but it may have been based on an earlier 
tradition of a resurrection appearance to women. If Mark had been aware of such 
a tradition, he apparently suppressed it to emphasize the absence of Jesus and 
the demands this poses for the disciples, and to deemphasize the legitimation of 
leaders in the movement. Matthew and John both tell a story about an appear-
ance to Mary Magdalene, but she is only singled out in John (she is not men-
tioned by name in the appearance story itself in Matt. 28:9-10). In other texts, 
including the Gospel of Mary, the Dialogue of the Savior, and the Gospel of Philip, 
Mary is presented as a visionary and mediator of revelation, sometimes superior 
to other followers, including Peter.35 This figure emerges once the Mary of the 
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texts is distinguished from the composite “Mary Magdalene” of early Christian 
interpretation, which tended to conflate various women, named and unnamed, 
in the canonical Gospels into the portrait of a former prostitute.36

Many scholars proceed from the assumption that both Matthew 28:9-10 
and John 20:14-18 reflect an earlier tradition.37 The question is complex, how-
ever, because aside from later extracanonical sources, which themselves may be 
dependent upon the canonical texts for Mary’s reputation as a visionary, Mat-
thew and John are the only sources for an appearance to Mary (and they might 
not be independent sources). In other words, if the commonalities between Mat-
thew and John in this episode are to be put down to John’s (even secondarily oral) 
knowledge of Matthew,38 then direct evidence for a common tradition underly-
ing both stories diminishes. Pseudo-Mark 16:9-10, part of the secondary longer 
ending of Mark, should be counted as neither early nor independent evidence. 
On what basis, then, can it be claimed that there was a tradition, predating both 
Matthew and John, of an appearance to Mary?

One consideration is the possibility, mentioned above in chapter 2, that 
Paul’s list does not name Mary Magdalene not because the tradition of her expe-
rience of the risen Jesus is late or secondary, but because he (or his material) has 
suppressed her as a resurrection witness.39 This silence on its own says little, but 
such a suppression would be consistent with the development noted in Luke, 
where the women are not even commissioned by the angels, and it could explain 
the rather diffuse picture one gets of Mary in the different early texts. As Claudia 
Setzer remarks in relation to female witness to the resurrection in general, “The 
evangelists seem to erase partially the women’s role from the narrative. Their 
discomfort hints at how firmly entrenched the tradition of women’s involvement 
must have been, since the authors do not feel free to eliminate it.”40 In John, as 
well as in Matthew, the prominent role given to Mary might be seen as a relic of 
this remembered “involvement,” just as the retention of Peter in the inspection 
of the tomb could signal his prominence in the pre-Johannine tradition (a prom-
inence seen in Paul and Luke). One wonders how John 20:14-18 would have 
been received had there not been already a reminiscence of Mary as a vision-
ary in some circles, particularly given that she receives a special and apostolic 
announcement. Jane Schaberg suggests that “it is more probable that the tradi-
tion of a protophany [first appearance of the risen Jesus] to Mary Magdalene has 
been suppressed, than that it came into being later.” Her argument rests mainly 
on the “intricate fit” she sees between the appearance to Mary and the empty 
tomb tradition. She lists eighteen correspondences between Matthew and John 
that indicate to her a core tradition of an appearance to Mary at the tomb.41

Along different lines, Mary Rose D’Angelo has discerned a common struc-
ture in both the appearance to Mary in John 20:14-18 and the vision of the exalted 
Son of Man in Revelation 1:10-19. Both visions begin with (1) an orientation of 
the seer, symbolized by a physical turning toward the vision, and include then 
(2) an admonition, (3) a commission, and (4) a first-person oracle. Despite the 
different genres of the texts in which they are recounted, these two visions clearly 
share, according to D’Angelo, the same context—early Christian prophecy.42 
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Two things distinguish D’Angelo’s form-critical evaluation from C. H. Dodd’s 
view of the formal structure of the resurrection appearance reports.43 First, the 
orientation to the vision indicates something of the preparatory practices that 
could initiate or invite a visionary experience, although these practices “are not 
fully recoverable.”44 According to Dodd, in the resurrection appearance reports, 
Jesus simply appears. Second, D’Angelo is correct that in these two examples the 
admonition, commissioning, and oracle are all clearly distinct from one another 
(Dodd had the more general “word of command” as the final element in the 
structure of the appearance reports). In particular, the isolation of the saying 
of the risen Jesus as an oracle indicates that the author of John understood and 
depicted Mary’s experience as one that issued in a prophetic utterance.45 “One 
might imagine her proclaiming it among the assembled companions of Jesus, 
beginning with the oracle formula: ‘thus says the Lord.’ ”46

Mary thus is commissioned to carry an oracle that, as we will see below, 
communicates the correct interpretation of the sign of the resurrection of Jesus. 
One wonders, therefore, how some commentators somehow were able to relegate 
this appearance to Mary to a lower status, of a personal but unofficial nature, than 
the others.47 The appendix to the Fourth Gospel does not even seem to count it 
(John 21:14).48 In part this diminution of the appearance to Mary is related to 
a feature of the story that does not seem consistent with this weighty commis-
sioning: the apparent reserve of the risen Jesus in this encounter. After Mary 
recognizes Jesus, he says to her, “Mē mou haptou, for I have not yet ascended to 
the Father.” It is difficult to know precisely how to translate the Greek, because 
the verb haptomai can mean touch or hold,49 and because the grammar of the 
clause can indicate either a prohibition of an intended or attempted action (as 
in “Do not touch/hold me”) or a command to stop an action already in progress 
(as in “Stop touching/holding me”). The present tense of the verb suggests that 
the latter is more probably correct, although such distinctions were not always 
observed as scrupulously by ancient authors as they are by modern grammar-
ians.50 Harold Attridge suggests the vivid “Don’t be touching me,” which conveys 
both the ingressive aspect of the present tense and the possibility that the action 
has at least been attempted.51 This translation must also be reconciled somehow 
with the invitation to touch that the risen Jesus gives to Thomas (John 20:27, 
which uses pherō and ballō with finger/hand instead of haptomai).

Of the many possible solutions to this interpretive question, two in particu-
lar commend themselves. The first is the reading that takes Jesus’ command as 
prohibiting any attempt to situate the community’s experience of (the risen) Jesus 
in his bodily presence after the resurrection.52 Schneiders, for instance, says that 
this indicates that their time of relating to one another as mortal human beings 
is at an end, and that “the place where Mary will now encounter Jesus as he really 
is, glorified and risen, is the community; Mary must pass over from the pre-
Easter to the Easter dispensation.”53 Thus Jesus does not reject Mary’s attempt 
to be physically close to him, but the attempt to keep him with his followers 
rather than have him return to the Father. De Boer sees this as an answer to an 
early problem within the Johannine community. In John 12:34 the crowd has this 
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criticism for Jesus: “We have heard from the Law that the Messiah is to remain 
forever. How can you say that the Son of Man is to be lifted up?” Originally, 
de Boer argues, this was a criticism against those who believed in Jesus as the 
Messiah—why did he leave if he had come to save the world? Christologically, 
however, in the Fourth Gospel the negative side of Jesus’ departure (his absence 
from human history, although this is mitigated by the presence of the risen Jesus 
in the Comforter) is far outweighed by its positive side (his return to the Father 
and to his original state of glory).54

The second option, seen already in the writings of Origen, is that the 
encounter between Mary and the risen (or arising) Jesus takes place at a moment 
when Jesus’ resurrection/exaltation is not complete. D’Angelo notes that mē mou 
haptou—if taken as a command not to touch—has an interesting parallel in the 
Life of Adam and Eve, in which Adam tells Eve not to let anyone touch his body 
after he dies: “But when I die, you should leave me alone, and let no one touch 
me (mēdeis mou hapsētai) until the angel of the Lord says something about me; 
for God will not overlook me, but will seek his own vessel which he has formed” 
(31:3). Later in the story it comes about that the dead Adam is taken up in a char-
iot of light, seen in a vision by Eve and Seth; Adam thereafter is installed in the 
third heaven until the judgment, while his body is buried in the paradise on earth 
(L.A.E. 33–41). D’Angelo suggests that in between Adam’s death and the assump-
tion of his body, contact with his body is forbidden because it can cause ritual 
impurity. She does not suggest the same concern is in view in John, but notes 
instead the liminality of these embodied states: “Adam describes what is neces-
sary for the time when he is dead but not yet buried; Jesus is raised but describes 
himself as not yet ascended to God.”55 D’Angelo also refers to Origen’s reading of 
John 20:17, according to which “the state of Jesus is different when he encounters 
Mary from when he meets the disciples.”56 Thus Mary encounters Jesus just after 
he has risen but before he ascends to the Father, which is the culmination of the 
process of departure.57 Thomas and the others encounter him after his ascension 
is complete, and he appears from the heavenly realm. D’Angelo suggests that “the 
uniqueness of the appearance may award Mary a special status”; indeed, it con-
fers on her “a unique privilege,”58 as shown not only in the oracle she carries but 
also in the fact that in John she is the first to proclaim the resurrection. “I have 
seen the Lord,” she says (20:18), and the other disciples echo her announcement 
(20:25) after their own encounter with Jesus. In contrast with the other versions 
of the empty tomb story, proclamation of the resurrection is first credited to a 
leading figure in the post-Easter community, rather than to a representative of 
the divine realm (as in Mark 16:6; Matt. 28:6; Luke 24:5).

Both these readings make sense within the broader context of the Fourth 
Gospel, and both readings, interestingly, play on different aspects of the assump-
tion paradigm. In the first reading, there is an emphasis on the difference between 
how Jesus is present with his followers before Easter and how he is present with 
them afterward. Thus Jesus can say to Mary, “Do not prevent me from returning 
to the Father,” as it were, but he can still invite Thomas to touch him, since the 
two encounters are oriented toward different questions in the community.59 The 
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Thomas episode shares some parallels with the resurrection appearance of Luke 
24:36-43—the greeting of peace, the invitation to touch, the theme of doubt—
and yet in John the issue is (contrary to a surface reading) less the physicality or 
tangibility of the body of the risen Jesus, and more the need for physical demon-
stration (which in Luke the risen Jesus is only too happy to give). In John 20:27 
Jesus invites Thomas to “bring your finger . . . and see,” and “bring and put your 
hand . . . and become not unbelieving but believing,” that is, to accept the revela-
tion of Jesus’ post-Easter identity as mediated by the community’s proclamation 
that “we have seen the Lord” (20:25). As already noted, in both Q and Mark the 
absence of Jesus is interpreted in relation to his preservation for his eschatologi-
cal role, and the time of his absence posed serious demands for disciples awaiting 
the return of their Master/Judge. In the Fourth Gospel, however—in keeping 
with John’s characteristic muting or reshaping of eschatological themes current 
in other circles in early Christianity—this absence is at the same time the interim 
before his return (14:1-4) as well as the time of life in the community under 
the care and direction of the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, his surrogate presence 
(14:16-19; 16:7-16).

The Spirit cannot come until after Jesus is glorified (John 7:37-39), but Jesus 
breathes the Spirit on the disciples in his first encounter with them as a group 
(20:22). One assumes that this has happened because the Son’s glorification is 
complete. So the second reading of John 20:17 stresses how the departure of Jesus 
from earth and his return to the Father is not only the culmination of his cosmic 
journey, but also a process in itself, encompassing his glorification through his 
death, his return to life out of the grave, and his ascent to the Father. Therefore, 
in the Fourth Gospel, the resurrection, the assumption/ascension, and the giving 
of the Spirit are all related, as they are in Luke-Acts, but without the Lukan stress 
on the physical resurrection appearances as occurring in an extended interim 
period of forty days between resurrection and ascension. Rather, they are all part 
of one continuous process.60 Yet maybe the idea that Mary somehow interrupted 
Jesus in the middle of this process—just after rising and just before ascending—
seems to attribute to the Fourth Gospel a crude, even naive attempt to explain 
what in the other Gospels happens behind closed doors (of tombs).61 Perhaps 
it does, but D’Angelo thinks it is more an attempt to express “the holy and awe-
some process” Jesus undergoes.62 Yet one does not need to look too far into the 
second century to find the same process narrated in a much more explicit way, in 
the Gospel of Peter. There the resurrection of Jesus is depicted as both resuscita-
tion and transfiguration, with Jesus being helped out of the tomb by two angels 
(Gos. Pet. 10.39-42); later the women at the tomb are told that “he has gone away 
to the place from which he was sent” (13.56), but him they do not see (for he 
has departed). The text seems to go on to describe an appearance by the lake, 
although the manuscript breaks off before the story is told (14.60).

Recently, Schaberg has attempted to account for the special status of Mary 
as resurrection witness and apostle in a reading of John 20:14-18 that focuses on 
intertextual allusions to 2 Kings 2, the story of Elijah’s assumption and Elisha’s 
succession. In part Schaberg depends on the view that John 20:14-18 narrates 
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Mary catching Jesus as he is ascending, for he says to tell the others, “I am ascend-
ing.”63 In 2 Kings 2, witnessing Elijah’s ascent allows Elisha to receive what he 
asked of his master, a double portion of his spirit (the eldest son’s share), which, 
along with his reception of the prophet’s mantle, marked him off as his succes-
sor.64 This reading is part of a larger and much more complex reconstruction 
of the basileia (kingdom) movement of Jesus, which Schaberg thinks drew on 
apocalyptic and prophetic texts, such as Daniel 7, about the “Human One” (as a 
symbolic embodiment of corporate suffering and vindication).65 Here in John 20, 
Schaberg finds only “shards” of a succession tradition that is erased in other texts 
dealing with Mary (such as Matt. 28:9-10 and Ps.-Mark 16:9-10).66 Mary does 
not witness Jesus’ ascension in John, and beyond the announcement she makes 
in 20:18, one does not learn to what extent she has taken up Jesus’ mantle, so that 
Schaberg’s reading is enticing but not entirely convincing. On the other hand, 
situating the empty tomb (disappearance) tradition at its emergence within an 
apocalyptic context that provided the framework for its interpretation and elabo-
ration does, in my opinion, make good sense of the relevant data. What I argued 
above concerning Mark, Schaberg argues for the emergence of the core convic-
tion of Jesus’ postmortem vindication: “Not finding the body is the catalyst for a 
radical modification of the Danielic tradition, with resurrection understood as 
translation, and vice versa.”67 In Q, as we have seen, the succession of Jesus by his 
followers is likened to Elisha’s succession of Elijah (Q 9:61-62), and Jesus’ own 
vindication is expressed along the lines of Elijah’s assumption into the divine 
realm to await his role in the eschatological drama (Q 13:35), in keeping with 
traditions in Jewish apocalypticism about other figures.

Here in John, as in Mark, resurrection and assumption are found together. 
In Mark’s conception the association is oriented to the apocalyptic paradigm, 
and the “resurrection of the Son of Man” is signified by the empty tomb and the 
expectation of his imminent return (Mark 13:24-27; 14:62). In the Fourth Gos-
pel, in contrast, this apocalyptic idiom has been muted: the term “Son of Man” 
expresses the identity of Jesus the Word made flesh as the one who descends 
from heaven and ascends back into heaven (John 3:13; 6:62), and his disappear-
ance and absence signify his return to the glory of the Father (17:4-5). “Now 
has the Son of Man been glorified, and God has been glorified in him. . . . Little 
children, I am only with you for a little while longer; you will search for me, and 
just as I told the Jews that ‘where I am going you cannot come,’ I now say to you 
as well” (John 13:31, 33). The resurrection of Jesus, in relation to both appearance 
and disappearance, thus functions as a sign of this return to the Father to account 
for Jesus’ post-Easter absence and presence.

Seeing Is Believing? The Resurrection of Jesus as the Eighth Sign
As in Matthew, it is important that here in John the risen Jesus appears outside 
the tomb. In John, however, the effect is not only to stress the continuity between 
the body buried and the body raised, as an answer to questions about the empty 
tomb—although this is clearer here than in Matthew because of the empty grave 
clothes and the inspection of the tomb by the apostolic witnesses. Here it also 
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signals that the empty tomb and grave clothes (on the one hand) and the body of 
Jesus, now present with Mary (on the other), are two aspects of the same sign—
the resurrection of Jesus.

Throughout the first half of the Fourth Gospel, “signs . . . play a positive 
theological role in calling attention to Jesus’ origin, power, and purpose,”68 and 
yet the Gospel itself shows a considerable degree of ambivalence about them. At 
the beginning of the Gospel, the signs seem to be numbered (John 2:11; 4:54), 
and the first sign, the turning of the water into wine (2:1-11), inspires Jesus’ fol-
lowers to “believe in him” (v. 11). In Jerusalem at Passover, the narrator says that 
“many believed in his name when they saw his signs, which he was perform-
ing” (2:23), although these are not explained (the only activity mentioned in the 
context is the temple incident, which led to opposition, 2:13-22). Once again 
the signs are linked with belief in Jesus. Jesus evidently despairs of this in John 
4:48, when he tells a nobleman seeking healing for his son, “Unless you [plural] 
see signs and marvels, you will never believe.” Yet the nobleman does believe, 
eventually and in stages, as noted above (4:50, 53). In some cases, the sign leads 
to an extended discourse about its revelatory meaning in relation to the person 
of the Son (John 5, 6); in others, the revelation comes not through Jesus’ procla-
mation but through engagement with questions about his identity (John 9, 11). 
That signs can lead to a positive response that still misunderstands Jesus and his 
purposes can be seen after the feeding of the multitude, where the crowd that had 
been fed wishes to seize Jesus and make him king (John 6:14-15).

Three incidents invite the reader to consider how the resurrection of Jesus 
functions as a sign. First, when Peter and the Beloved Disciple inspect the empty 
tomb, as discussed above, what they see (the empty tomb, the grave clothes sepa-
rated and folded) leads the Beloved Disciple to belief, but not Peter. Second, in 
the incident with Thomas (John 20:24-29), belief/doubt is a prominent issue, 
just as in other resurrection stories (Matt. 28:16-20; Luke 24:36-43). Again, 
what Thomas sees leads him to believe, but Jesus is not impressed. Thomas says, 
“Unless I see . . . and put my finger . . . and my hand . . . I will never believe,” and 
Jesus says, “Have you come to believe because you have seen me? Blessed are 
those who believe without seeing” (20:25, 29). Third, and probably most impor-
tant, is the conversation between Jesus and the Jews in the temple incident.

Then the Jews answered and said to him, “What sign will you show us [to autho-
rize] you to do these things?”69 Jesus answered and said to them, “Unmake this 
temple and in three days I will raise it up.” So the Jews said, “Forty-six years this 
temple has been under construction, and in three days you will raise it up?” But 
he was speaking about the temple of his body. (John 2:18-21)

The straightforward sense of Jesus’ answer is that it is a threat against the 
temple, and this is how the saying is understood in the other Gospels (Mark 
14:57-58; Matt. 26:60-61; with Mark at least presenting it as falsely attributed to 
Jesus). The Fourth Evangelist, however, remembers this as a veiled saying about 
the resurrection, at least partly because the “body” of Jesus becomes the new 



John: “Where I Am Going, You Cannot Come”     151

locus of the divine presence for God’s people.70 Schneiders sees the fulfillment of 
the saying when he stands up, risen, into the midst of the disciples, that is, within 
the community of faith (John 20:19-23).71 But this saying is uttered in response 
to a demand for a sign to authorize Jesus’ activities in the temple. As in Matthew 
28:18, authorization by God is here connected with resurrection, even though in 
the Fourth Gospel Jesus has no real need of a postmortem authorization, because 
he has been sent from the Father with full knowledge of the Father’s will and full 
authority to carry it out. This authority extends to his death and resurrection: 
“No one takes my life away from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have 
authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it back again. I received this 
command from my Father” (John 10:18).

As with the extended discourses that follow the signs in chapters 5 and 6, 
there is also an extended discourse connected with the sign of the resurrection, 
but here it precedes the sign. Once Judas leaves the scene at the supper (13:21-30), 
Jesus says that he is leaving to return to the Father, and he explains in advance 
what his departure will mean for them in the Farewell Discourses (13:31–17:26). 
Here “Jesus speaks in such a way as if he were already risen or glorified. There is 
a remarkable melting of the horizons of time within these chapters.”72 Of chief 
concern in these chapters is what the absence of Jesus will mean for the disciples 
(and what it means for the Johannine community). Jesus says many times in 
these chapters that he is going to the Father (14:12, 28; 16:10, 28; also 13:1), and 
that where he is going the disciples cannot come (13:33); he also speaks at length 
of the grief that his followers will face when he leaves them (16:20-24). Both de 
Boer and Jörg Frey think that the absence of Jesus was a problem for the author 
and his community.73 De Boer suggests that in response to questions from out-
siders about why the Son had left (without saving the world, as claimed by the 
Johannine community), the answer would be that his resurrection needed to be 
understood correctly as his ascension—that is, as his return to the Father, to the 
glory that was rightly his in the Father’s presence (16:25-30; 17:1-5). The sign of 
this is the empty tomb, with the grave clothes folded—the absence of Jesus. The 
resurrection must be understood as Jesus’ return to the Father. Interestingly, as 
noted above, the evangelist uses “not seeing” language to express this idea of 
Jesus’ return to the Father as a journey that results in absence: “A little while, and 
you will no longer see me” (John 16:16a).

But Jesus goes on to say, “And again a little while, and you will see me” (v. 
16b). As noted above, this kind of language in Q 13:35 and Mark 13:24-27 (see 
also Q 17:23-24; Mark 14:62) refers to the sudden appearing, after a period of 
extended absence, of Jesus as the Coming One/Son of Man. Here, however, it 
seems to suggest a brief hiatus between Jesus’ death and resurrection: the dis-
ciples will see him again on the first day of the week.74 Yet if the absence of Jesus 
in the first part of the saying refers to the departure of the Son from this world, 
are we to understand this part of the saying as another reference to the return of 
Jesus in his eschatological role? This idea is not absent from John, but it is typi-
cally muted under the dominant paradigm of realized eschatology. As Frey puts 
it, “Johannine eschatology emphasizes the present gift of life and the decision or 
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judgment happening in the present.”75 The return of Jesus to judge and to grant 
life to his followers is far less prominent in John. Far more prominent in John 
13–17 than the return of Jesus is the idea that he will send another, the Advocate 
(or Comforter or Helper), as his surrogate presence (14:16-17, 25-31; 15:26-27; 
16:7-15). He will not leave the disciples alone but will send the Holy Spirit, whom 
the community will experience as the restored presence of Jesus (now risen and 
returned to the Father). This is how the disciples will see him after “again a little 
while.”76 This reading of John 16:16b is confirmed by a similar passage correlating 
the gift of the Spirit to the presence of Jesus: “And I will ask the Father, and he will 
give you another Advocate to be with you forever, the Spirit of truth, which the 
world cannot receive, because it neither sees nor knows it; you know it, because it 
remains with you, and it will be among you. I will not leave you as orphans, I am 
coming to you” (John 14:16-18).77 This is not a prediction of the second coming, 
but that the risen and glorified Jesus will come to his followers as the “Spirit of 
truth.”78 The sign of this is the renewed (but temporary) bodily presence of the 
glorified Son. The resurrection must be understood as that which restores Jesus 
to his followers, but in the Spirit, which he breathes on them (John 20:22-23).

John’s narration of the sign has fully eclipsed the angel’s pronouncements 
seen in the other Gospels. Recall that in Mark the observation of the empty tomb 
was subordinated to the announcement of the resurrection: “He has been raised, 
he is not here” (Mark 16:6). In Matthew the same subordination is expressed in 
slightly different terms: “He is not here, for he has been raised, just as he said; 
come behold the place where he used to lay” (Matt. 28:6). Here in John the angels 
have nothing to say but to ask Mary why she weeps; they do not announce the 
resurrection or interpret the empty tomb (John 20:12-13). Even the risen Jesus, 
when he meets Mary, commissions her with a message not about his resurrec-
tion but about his return to the Father (20:17). The two traditions we have been 
examining in this book, the disappearance tradition and the appearance tradi-
tion, in their earliest recoverable expressions, were pronouncements: on the one 
hand, “You will not see me” (Q 13:35), and on the other, “He has been raised and 
has appeared to Cephas” (1 Cor. 15:5). Thereafter, those telling the story of Jesus 
sought in different ways to reconcile them narratively to one another, and while 
it did not entirely prove impossible, neither were the tradents and authors able 
to efface the distinctives of either tradition entirely. Here in John, narration of 
the resurrection as sign overshadows the proclamation altogether in the empty 
tomb story. Just as the angels’ words in Mark and Matthew tended to control the 
disappearance tradition by means of the resurrection proclamation, so also here: 
although in the special case of the Beloved Disciple, seeing (one half of) the sign 
led to his belief (John 20:8-9), it was not so with Mary or with Peter. For Mary, 
the full meaning of the empty tomb could only be perceived once the Rabbouni 
spoke her name and she encountered him.
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9. Rewriting the Empty Tomb:
Early Christian Deployments and Developments

So when they saw [the angels descend and remove the stone], 
those soldiers woke up the centurion and the elders—for they 
also were present keeping watch. And as they were reporting 
what they had seen, again they saw three men coming out 
of the tomb, two of whom were supporting the other, and a 
cross was following them. And the heads of the two reached 
as far as heaven, but [the head] of the one they were leading 
by the hand reached beyond the heavens. And they heard a 
voice from the heavens saying, “Did you proclaim to those 
who sleep?” And an answer was heard from the cross, “Yes.” 

—Gospel of Peter 10.38-42

The womb and Sheol shouted with joy and cried out about 
your resurrection. The womb that was sealed, conceived you; 
Sheol that was secured, brought you forth. Against nature 
the womb conceived and Sheol yielded. Sealed was the grave 
which they entrusted with keeping the dead man. Virginal 
was the womb that no man knew. 

—Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on the Nativity 10.6-71

The first thing to be observed about the early Christian reception of the empty 
tomb story is that in some ways it was not well received at all. Later canonical 
writings and early extracanonical texts all but ignore it, and when it does sur-
face again in the second century and later, most of the theological interests of its 
canonical deployments are lost or ignored. It is never taken on its own as proof 
of the resurrection, probably because the hiding of remains was a well-known 
ruse in staging a disappearance and apotheosis (Origen, Cels. 2.55-56), and not 
because there was a widely known rumor that the disciples had stolen the body. 
Early Christian interpreters follow the canonical Gospels in insisting that those 
who witnessed the empty tomb were never convinced that Jesus had risen from 
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the dead, but were left afraid, alarmed, or puzzled by what they saw (Mark 16:8; 
Matt. 28:8; John 20:9-10). For the most part, early Christian authors seem unin-
terested in the theological concerns the canonical evangelists display in their 
retellings of the story; but the conviction expressed in Mark, that the story of 
Jesus’ resurrection is best told along the lines of a postmortem assumption out of 
the tomb and into the divine realm, does appear to surface in some later texts.2 
According to Maurice Goguel, this idea crops up from time to time even into the 
fourth century but sometimes is awkwardly combined with descriptions of the 
reanimation of Jesus’ corpse.3 On the other hand, the interest of Luke in using 
the empty tomb to control the manner in which the resurrection appearances 
are conceptualized is not discerned by early authors who share Luke’s interest in 
stressing the tangibility or physicality of the appearances; they tend to fall back 
on the depictions of the appearances.

For example, when Ignatius (d. c. 107 ce)4 explains why he “know[s] and 
believe[s] that he was in the flesh also after the resurrection,” he passes over the 
empty tomb in silence but relies on an appearance story similar to the one told in 
Luke 24:36-43 (Ignatius, Smyrn. 3:1-2). Likewise, in order to counter Marcion’s 
apparitionistic Christology, Tertullian (d. c. 225) refers to the empty tomb only 
to highlight the disbelief of the apostles, which is dispelled by the flesh-and-
bones appearances of the risen Jesus (Marc. 4.43).5 In another context, Tertullian 
affirms that Christ was raised in the same flesh in which he was buried, but still 
displays an ambivalence about the empty tomb.

But in what manner has Christ risen again, in the flesh or not? Without a doubt, 
if (as you hear) he died and was buried according to the Scriptures in none 
other than the flesh, you must concede that he was raised in the flesh. For that 
which fell in death and which was laid in the tomb, this also rose again, not as 
much Christ in the flesh as the flesh in Christ. (Res. Mort. 48.7)

Notice here, however, that in stressing the fleshly continuity between the cruci-
fied Jesus and the risen Christ, Tertullian is interpreting 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, 
not the empty tomb story, and he invokes none of its narrative features (disciples 
as witnesses, angels as witnesses, grave clothes) to show that the same flesh that 
was buried also rose.

One hesitates to try to account for this, but it may simply be that in its 
ancient contexts, the empty tomb signifies much but proves nothing—even when 
it comes to the physicality of the resurrection appearances. As the authors of 
Matthew and John clearly knew, a missing body could be explained in any num-
ber of ways (Matt. 27:64; 28:13; John 20:2, 13-15).6 More importantly, however, 
even those willing to credit the crucified Jesus with an apotheosis along the lines 
of others whose bodies had disappeared could explain Jesus’ disappearance in 
sensible Platonic terms. As seen above, Greek and Roman authors could explain 
the disappearance and apotheosis of figures like Romulus as the translation of 
the individual’s soul/daimon or virtues out of the body, which then dissolved 
(Ovid, Metam. 14.816-28), because, after all, bodies are in no way fit for the 



Rewriting the Empty Tomb     155

divine realm. Thus in affirming the empty tomb to those Christians who ques-
tioned the bodily nature of the resurrection appearances or of Jesus’ premortem 
existence, the heresiologists may have been aware that they were still open to 
the claim by outsiders that the resurrection of Jesus was an apotheosis. That is, 
his disappearance could still be interpreted as a private spiritualized vindication 
that had nothing to do with the physical aspects of the human person, whether 
for Jesus or for those who (to use Pauline language) had been incorporated into 
Christ.7 This would be a problem, for the place of the body (or flesh) in salvation 
was a disputed issue in the first several Christian centuries.

The empty tomb story would eventually figure in certain kinds of apologetic 
arguments, especially in readings that sought to emphasize the guilt and obdu-
racy of the Jews as part of the early Christian rhetoric of supersessionism, but 
also in readings that sought to explain the prominent role given to women in 
the story, or to defend early Christian teachings such as the perpetual virginity 
of Mary. In addition, just as the later canonical evangelists sought in different 
ways to correct the perceived deficiencies of the Markan version of the story, so 
also did early Christian interpreters and retellers of the story. This can be seen in 
both the scribal additions to the Gospel of Mark and in certain narrative expan-
sions of the story, such as those found in the Gospel of Peter and in the Epistle 
of the Apostles, both of which probably were composed in the second century 
ce.8 Other significant developments in the use of the empty tomb story in early 
Christianity include the reuse of certain narrative motifs from the story in tales 
about the deaths of Christian apostles, martyrs, and other saints, the rediscovery 
and memorialization of the tomb of Jesus (in the time of Constantine), and the 
continuing effort to conflate details from the four canonical Gospels into one 
(more or less) coherent Easter story.

The Additions to Mark 16
Although according to scholarly consensus the various additions to Mark 
16—including the so-called shorter ending, the longer ending (Ps.-Mark 16:9-
20), and others—were not part of the original composition, they are important 
for understanding how early Christians were reading the story. By the middle 
of the second century, when the longer ending probably was written,9 the end-
ings of Matthew, Luke, and John were sufficiently well known that anyone could 
see that it would be a mistake to let Mark be read without a proper ending, 
one in which the risen Jesus appears to his followers. As James Kelhoffer notes, 
“The decision by the [longer ending’s] author that the end of Mark was defi-
cient [was] only possible at a time when the four Gospels had been collected and 
compared with one another.”10 This argument is strengthened by the fact that 
there is substantial evidence supporting the literary dependence of the longer 
ending of Mark on the other three Gospels.11 There could have been another 
motivation for these scribal additions, however. By the second century there 
were in existence other texts that also claimed to transmit “new” revelation in 
the name of the risen Jesus, sometimes in the form of a resurrection dialogue 
(e.g., The Book of Thomas the Contender). Rather than leave Mark’s ending open, 
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vaguely predicting an appearance in Galilee (Mark 16:7), some readers perhaps 
would have wanted to tie up its loose ends by retelling the “authentic” resur-
rection appearances found in the other three Gospels, for this would restrict 
resurrection-oriented revelations and commissionings to the time during which 
the risen Jesus was physically present, and to the “apostolic” witnesses privileged 
by the canonical writings.

The longer ending describes three resurrection appearances, all of which 
are found in the other canonical Gospels: an appearance to Mary Magdalene 
(16:9-11, also found in Matthew and John); an appearance to two disciples as 
they were walking in the country (vv. 12-13, also in Luke); and finally a com-
missioning of the Eleven (vv. 14-18, also in Matthew, Luke, and John) and the 
ascension (vv. 19-20, also in Luke and Acts). Kelhoffer argues that the addition 
should be understood as a forgery, that is, as a text whose author intended 
it to be understood as an original part of another writing. Like the Epistle 
to the Laodiceans, which was not written by Paul but which was viewed by 
many ancient Christians as authentic, the longer ending was viewed as part of 
Mark even though its contents add to it a number of significantly non-Markan 
ideas.12 What Kelhoffer does not consider, however, is how the longer ending 
might be understood as an example of epitome, since in its condensed reports 
of incidents narrated in Matthew, Luke, and John, it is stylistically reminiscent 
of the short summaries of major works that were common in Hellenistic Greek 
and Latin literature.13 The analogy is not precise, however, since longer Mark 
presents epitomes of resurrection appearances from other Gospels—and not of 
Mark itself.

The first two parts of the longer ending note that the risen Jesus 
appeared first to Mary Magdalene (Ps.-Mark 16:9-11; see Matt. 28:9-10 and 
John 20:11-18)—although this appearance is not situated at the tomb—and 
then to two unnamed disciples on the road (16:12-13; Luke 24:13-35). Nei-
ther of these appearances is given any content, as to the way in which Jesus 
appeared, or the reaction of the percipients, or any dialogue exchanged—
only that when the appearances were reported to the others, they did not 
believe (Ps.-Mark 16:10-11, 13).14 These two incidents are clearly ordered 
(16:9, 12), which indicates that the author was attempting to harmonize the 
resurrection appearances in their correct order and to do so was comparing 
the chronologies of the endings of the other Gospels. The idea of disbelief 
comes from Luke 24:11 and is found elsewhere in early Christian texts about 
Jesus’ resurrection, but it is not entirely clear why the longer ending stresses 
this theme through repetition. One possibility is that the author had under-
stood the idea that we have seen to this point in our study of the empty tomb 
and appearance narratives: namely, neither the empty tomb nor a report of 
the resurrection leads to Easter faith, but only a direct encounter with the 
risen Jesus (as in John 20:14-16).15 Even the kerygmatic announcement that 
“the Lord has indeed risen, and has appeared to Simon” (Luke 24:34) does 
not convince those who were already confessing it, for according to Luke they 
were entirely unprepared for his next appearance (24:37), and their disbelief 
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continues even after his insistence, “It is I myself,” and not a pneuma (24:39-
41; see also Matt. 28:17).

On the other hand, despite the straightforward reporting of the longer 
ending that “he appeared” (Gk., ephanē, v. 9; ephanerōthē, v. 12), and despite 
the fact that Jesus upbraids the Eleven for their unbelief and hardness of heart 
(v. 14),16 it is the appearance to the Eleven that is given the most narrative 
weight and the most content, and not these first two appearances (cf. also Matt. 
28:16-20 with 28:9-10). In the longer ending, Mary is not commissioned by 
the risen Jesus (contrast John 20:17), and the two whom Jesus met on the road 
unawares are not instructed in the interpretation of the Scriptures (contrast 
Luke 24:25-27, 35). The focus is entirely on the Eleven, their commissioning 
to proclaim the gospel and to baptize, and the signs that were to accompany 
the belief of their hearers. Thus, the appearance to the Eleven controls and 
validates the other two appearances, and any commissioning or signs must be 
relegated to the authority of the apostolic group. As Kelhoffer has shown, the 
signs that accompany those who believe—exorcism, glossolalia, immunity to 
snakebite and poison, and healings (vv. 17-18)—are consistent with descrip-
tions of early Christian miracle-working in the canonical and apocryphal Acts, 
where typically such deeds are done by recognized leaders rather than by “those 
who believe” (v. 17).17 Yet their activities are implicitly validated through their 
connection with the apostolic group, the epicenter of proclamation, belief, and 
baptism (vv. 15-16).

One other question about the longer ending is the kind of resurrection 
appearances it presumes, for in verse 12 it says that “he was made manifest in 
a different form to two of them while they were walking along, going into the 
country.” Since verses 12-14 clearly summarize the Emmaus Road story from 
Luke 24:13-35, the idea that the risen Jesus appeared “in a different form” could 
be a succinct way of saying that these two did not recognize Jesus until he broke 
bread with them (Luke 24:30-31, which the longer ending does not summarize). 
Luke’s own explanation is that “their eyes were prevented from recognizing him” 
(24:16). The longer ending offers no such explanation but uses “different” to 
describe “the phenomenon of bodily transformation” (see also Luke 9:29).18 Yet, 
as Paul Foster explains, this description is consistent with the tendency in the 
second century to reflect on Jesus’ postresurrection state using language of poly-
morphism, that is, describing him as appearing in different forms. Polymorphic 
language for the body of Jesus is not limited to descriptions of his postresurrec-
tion state—it was also useful to “those with docetic proclivities,” since it could 
“highlight a transcendence of the physical by the purer spiritual manifestation of 
Christ.”19 However, it also was found particularly suitable to descriptions of Jesus’ 
postresurrection body, since as Foster argues, “Changed physical state demon-
strates both lack of constraint by the mortal body and transcendence over the 
earthly realm.”20 In this regard, polymorphic language—like the language Mar-
cion evidently used for the body of Jesus—could possibly trace its origins to ideas 
such as the transformation of the “natural body” into the “spiritual body” in 1 
Corinthians 15.21
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Like the longer ending, the shorter ending also addresses the perceived defi-
ciencies of Mark’s earliest recoverable ending, but much more concisely: “And 
they reported promptly to those of Peter’s group everything they were com-
manded. After this Jesus himself also sent forth through them from east to west 
the sacred and incorruptible proclamation of eternal salvation. Amen.” Since the 
shorter ending continues directly the line of narrative thought left off abruptly 
in Mark 16:8—even though the statement that “they did not tell anyone any-
thing” is immediately contradicted—it actually is a more economical solution to 
the problem of Mark’s ending than the longer ending. “Those of Peter’s group” 
occurs also in Ignatius, Smyrnaeans 3:2, but probably the author of this ending 
was simply explaining that the women eventually obeyed the instruction of the 
young man, who singled out Peter (Mark 16:7). This ending also, in decidedly 
non-Markan vocabulary, summarizes the basic theological idea that an appear-
ance of the risen Jesus should culminate in a commissioning for proclamation 
(here, kērugma).22 This message is emphasized as being of universal and eternal 
significance.

Also worth noting here is the addition found at the beginning of Mark 16:4 
in the Old Latin Codex Bobbiensis (itk), a manuscript produced probably around 
400 ce, but which preserves a considerably earlier form of the text.23 Incidentally, 
Bobbiensis is the only manuscript that includes only the shorter ending of Mark 
without the longer ending. Its scribal insertion in Mark 16:4 describes angels 
descending and then ascending with Jesus, possibly “as he [was] rising in the 
glory of the living God,” although the correct wording of this insertion is diffi-
cult to determine.24 Placed where it is, it seems to describe more or less what the 
author of Mark had in mind (minus the angels, however): a direct assumption of 
Jesus out of the tomb and into the presence of God. It thus should be considered 
as part of an increasing interest in the second century and later to show how 
Jesus rose from the dead and came out of the tomb.

Narrative Expansions of the Empty Tomb Story
The most important narrative expansions of the empty tomb story are found in 
the second-century writings the Epistle of the Apostles and the Gospel of Peter. 
The former text dispenses with the angelophanies of the canonical versions of 
the story and has the risen Jesus comforting and commissioning the women 
himself:

They [Sarah, Martha, and Mary Magdalene] carried ointment to pour out 
upon his body, weeping and mourning over what had happened. And they 
approached the tomb and found the stone where it had been rolled away from 
the tomb, and they opened the door and did not find his body. And as they were 
mourning and weeping, the Lord appeared to them and said to them, “Do not 
weep; I am he whom you seek. But let one of you go to our brothers and say, 
‘Come, our Master has risen from the dead.’ ” (Ep. Apos. 9–10)25
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Interestingly, this version of the story fails to mention the time and day of the 
discovery, possibly assuming such details were widely known. Sarah and Martha 
are newcomers to the tomb story. The elimination of the angel should also be 
understood as the natural result of the literary process begun in Matthew and 
John, where the appearance of the risen Jesus at the tomb first stood awkwardly 
beside (Matt. 28:2-7, 9-10) and then made entirely redundant (John 20:11-13, 
14-18) the appearance of the angel(s).26 Thus the appearance tradition, in Epistle 
of the Apostles, has completely overshadowed the epiphany of the earliest literary 
version of the disappearance story (Mark 16:1-8). After the women make two 
trips to the apostles, who do not believe that Jesus has risen from the dead, Jesus 
himself accompanies the women (Ep. Apos. 9–11). The encounter that ensues 
(chaps. 11–12) has the same apologetic features as Luke 24:36-43 and Ignatius, 
Smyrnaeans 3:1-2:

“Why do you doubt and why are you not believing? I am he who spoke to you 
concerning my flesh, my death, and my resurrection. And that you may know 
that it is I, lay your hand, Peter, (and your finger) in the nailprint of my hands; 
and you, Thomas, in my side; and also you, Andrew, see whether my foot steps 
on the ground and leaves a footprint. For it is written in the prophet, ‘But a 
ghost, a demon, leaves no print on the ground.’ ” (Ep. Apos. 11)

The apostles then handle Jesus and repent of their unbelief, but Jesus does not eat 
anything in front of them (cf. Luke 24:41-43; Ignatius, Smyrn. 3:3). Thereafter, 
in a very long discussion, Jesus instructs the apostles concerning their mission-
ary activities, the time of the end, and other matters (Ep. Apos. 13–50) before he 
ascends into heaven (chap. 51).

Thus the bulk of the work takes the form of a revelatory discourse set in 
the context of a single resurrection appearance and probably represents a proto-
orthodox response to Gnostic revelatory discourses.27 In contrast with Gnostic 
ideas about the body, the Epistle of the Apostles affirms the resurrection of the 
flesh (Ep. Apos. 21–26), and indeed the fleshly character of Jesus’ earthly exis-
tence; therefore it is not surprising that the writing takes the same approach as 
Ignatius and Tertullian took against their opponents’ apparitionistic Christolo-
gies. As with those authors, the Epistle to the Apostles does not display an interest 
in the tomb story as “proof ” of the resurrection of the flesh. In fact, the believer’s 
resurrection of the flesh is connected equally with the incarnation as with the 
resurrection of Christ. For the risen Jesus says, “As the Father awakened me from 
the dead, in the same manner you also will arise in the flesh”; but he also says, 
“Without having flesh I put on flesh and grew up, that [I might regenerate] you 
who were begotten in the flesh, and in [this] regeneration you obtain the resur-
rection of the flesh” (Ep. Apos. 21). Like the longer ending of Mark, the Epistle 
of the Apostles also takes as foundational the Lukan chronology of interim flesh-
and-blood resurrection appearances before Jesus’ bodily ascension into heaven; 
as noted above, this effectively restricts revelation in the name of the risen Jesus. 
The empty tomb story here is only minimally expanded by the addition of another 
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report to the apostles and a duplication of the theme of disbelief (see Luke 24:11; 
Ps.-Mark 16:11, 13-14). The empty tomb itself seems only to be an expected part 
of the scenery in the story, which is the opposite of what we find in the so-called 
Gospel of Peter, in which the tomb is a very busy place indeed.

The identification of the fragmentary gospel text of the Akhmîm codex (P.Cair. 
10759, a manuscript dated from the seventh to the ninth century ce) with the  
second-century Gospel of Peter has become somewhat traditional, although 
Paul Foster has recently called into question early support for that identifica-
tion.28 According to the church historian Eusebius, Serapion (bishop of Antioch 
199–211 ce) knew of and condemned a writing known as the Gospel of Peter 
whose contents apparently were open to docetic interpretation.29 Because the 
text identifies the narrator’s voice as that of Simon Peter, the Akhmîm gospel 
was immediately identified as the Gospel of Peter at its publication in 1892.30 
However, Foster points out that ancient papyrus fragments (particularly 
P.Oxy. 2949 and 4009, both c. 200 ce) that some scholars have more recently 
proposed as early witnesses to the Akhmîm gospel text cannot be identi-
fied with certainty and so should be excluded as support for the late-second- 
century circulation of the text.31 This means that early evidence for the Akhmîm 
gospel is lacking; but in any event, if its identification with the “Gospel of Peter” 
known to Serapion is taken tentatively as correct, the gospel itself must have 
been in circulation by the end of the second century. As to the text’s purported 
docetism, more recent analysis of the text has corrected that early assessment: as 
Foster observes, “The text does not present a radically unorthodox form of Chris-
tianity; rather it seeks to make canonical traditions more lively and engaging.”32

As seen in the citation at the beginning of this chapter, the empty tomb story 
in this text includes significantly more legendary accretions than its counterpart 
in the Epistle of the Apostles. The most prominent of these is the description of 
the emptying of the tomb: two angelic figures descend from heaven, the stone 
rolls away by itself, and the figures enter the tomb and escort out the weakened 
but rising Jesus, followed by the cross (Gos. Pet. 10.39-42). All three figures are 
described in mythic proportions. Foster is correct that the Gospel of Peter “pro-
vides minimal reflection on the heightened miraculous depictions it narrates.” 
But it seems here, as with the longer ending of Mark, in this “resurrection or 
post-resurrection context, bodily metamorphosis is used to stress that the raised 
figure no longer belongs exclusively to the earthly realm.”33 As seen in the pre-
vious chapter, this emphasis on the liminality of Jesus’ just-raised or still-ris-
ing body is also found in John 20:17, where Jesus instructs Mary not to touch 
him. The size of the rising Jesus in the Gospel of Peter is unique, however. If this 
description was meant to emphasize the power and grandeur of the risen Jesus 
and his angelic companions, this is at odds with the idea that he needed their 
help to exit the tomb. This is more consistent with the death cry of Jesus earlier in 
the narrative: “My power, my power, you have abandoned me” (Gos. Pet. 5.19).34 
In any event, once the rising Jesus and his angelic escorts and the cross exit the 
tomb, the narrative shifts to the next scene, and the reader does not learn where 
they go (at least not yet).
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Gospel of Peter 8–13 includes several features found in the Matthean story—
the consultation with Pilate, the sealing and guarding of the tomb, and the depic-
tion of the opening of the tomb—but it also includes additional novelistic and 
legendary accretions to the story. Although some scholars (most notably John 
Dominic Crossan) have argued that the Gospel of Peter was based on a core 
document that actually predates the Synoptics, their theories also allow that the 
Gospel of Peter at points is dependent on one or more of the Synoptics.35 Other 
scholars conclude that the text is entirely dependent on the Synoptics.36 As to 
the empty tomb story, the guard at the tomb has a parallel in Matthew, although 
there are narrative features drawn from the other Gospels as well—for instance, 
the women meet a “young man dressed in a [brightly shining] robe” (Gos. Pet. 
13.55; Mark 16:5). Many of the features not found in the other Gospels betray a 
pronounced anti-Judaism: the resurrection occurs in full sight of the guards and 
the elders of the Jews, who are also gathered at the tomb (Gos. Pet. 8–10); and 
Pilate, when he learns of the resurrection, advises the centurion and the soldiers 
to say nothing rather than be stoned by the Jews for publishing news of the res-
urrection (11.47-49). This is consistent with the general depiction of the Jews 
in the Gospel of Peter as more involved with the sentencing and killing of Jesus: 
Herod gives the order for Jesus’ execution (1.2) and delivers him to “the people” 
(2.5), who apparently abuse and crucify him (3.6–4.11) and take the body down 
from the cross and hand it over to Joseph (6.21-23).37 Early in the second cen-
tury, Christian literature continues to attribute greater involvement and animos-
ity to “the Jews” in texts about the death and resurrection of Jesus.38 Consistent 
with this emphasis are depictions of Pilate that increasingly present him as less 
culpable and more pious, so that his character serves as a foil against which to 
emphasize the guilt and stubbornness of the Jews (see Gos. Pet. 1.1; 11.46). This 
tactic can be seen developing in the canonical Gospels as well.39

Other expansive features in the Gospel of Peter are more benign: for exam-
ple, Joseph buries Jesus in his own family tomb, in “the Garden of Joseph” 
(6.24), and Mary Magdalene and the other women are described as coming 
to the tomb in order to mourn for Jesus, to do “what women are accustomed 
to do for their dead loved ones” (12.50-54). “Weeping and mourning” were 
also seen in the longer ending of Mark (16:10) and in the Epistle of the Apos-
tles 9–10. As already noted, Byron McCane argues that the earlier canoni-
cal texts do not portray Jesus as either buried in a family tomb or publicly 
mourned, even while they display an interest in depicting the burial of Jesus 
with increasing dignity.40 A shameful burial, whether by others (such as Acts 
13:29 suggests) or by someone friendly to Jesus’ movement, may be a distant 
historical reminiscence; in any event, it is simply a more plausible story given 
the restrictions on the burial and mourning of convicted criminals. The Gos-
pel of Peter thus continues the trend of dignifying the burial of Jesus already 
found in the canonical Gospels, but—interestingly—the text still describes the 
open mourning of the women as a potentially dangerous activity, not because 
of the Roman authorities, but because the Jews “were inflamed with anger” 
(12.50).
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The scene of the women at the tomb is also expanded considerably, with 
extra dialogue that continues to emphasize the risk they were taking (12.52, 
54). The text corrects the problem found in Mark, where the women arrive at 
the tomb to anoint the body with no clear plan of how they will remove the 
stone (Mark 16:1, 3). In Gospel of Peter 12.53-54 the women discuss this and say 
in the end that even if they cannot get into the tomb to sit beside the body and 
complete the necessary tasks, “let us place the things we have brought by the 
door [of the tomb] as a memorial, and we will weep and mourn until we have 
to go home” (v. 54). When they arrive, of course, they find the tomb already 
open and a young man, very handsome and dressed in a brightly shining robe, 
sitting in the middle of the tomb. While he does not commission them to take 
the message of the resurrection to the other disciples, what he does say to them 
gives the reader an indication of where the risen Jesus has gone: “Why have you 
come? Whom do you seek? Surely not him who was crucified? He has risen and 
has gone. And if you do not believe, stoop down and see the place where he used 
to be lying—he is not [there]. For he has risen and has gone away to the place 
from which he was sent” (Gos. Pet. 13.56). Noteworthy here is the combination 
of details from different canonical Gospels: a young man dressed in a robe (from 
Mark 16:5) asks why they have come (cf. Luke 24:5); he says that if they do not 
believe (cf. John 20:8), they should stoop down and look (see Luke 24:12; John 
20:5, 11); he signals that the place where Jesus used to lie is now empty (Mark 
16:6; Matt. 28:6); and he says that Jesus has gone to the place from which he was 
sent, which is a distinctly Johannine concept (see John 20:17). This last detail is 
important, for it indicates that the Gospel of Peter conceived of the resurrection 
as an event in two stages: first a resurrection (conceived as a resuscitation) and 
then an assumption into the heavenly realm. This pattern, as argued above, can 
also be seen in Luke and John.

The depiction of Jesus exiting the tomb is remarkable but not unique. Sim-
ilar descriptions may be found in other sources, including Martyrdom of Isaiah 
3, which is part of a short interpolation perhaps predating the Gospel of Peter.41 
In this Christian pseudepigraphical text, Isaiah learns that “the Beloved” will 
be “crucified together with criminals . . . and buried in a grave,” after which 
“the angel of the Holy Spirit and Michael, the chief of the holy angels, would 
open his grave on the third day,” and that “the Beloved, sitting on their shoul-
ders, will come forth” (Mart. Isa. 3:13-17).42 Despite the physical language, it is 
unclear whether this was meant to describe a bodily/fleshly resurrection, since 
later in the book the saints are described as being clothed in saintly garments 
but leaving their bodies in the world (4:16-17). This text shows an awareness 
of the Matthean motif of guards at the tomb (3:14) and also gives a greater role 
to angels in the resurrection, as in the Gospel of Peter and the Codex Bobbien-
sis addition to Mark 16:4. The role of angels in the resurrection itself, rather 
than only in the display or interpretation of the empty tomb, may signal that 
early Christians were attempting to give a more concrete explanation of how it 
“happened.” This stands in marked contrast with the earliest texts about Jesus’ 
resurrection, which offer only the barest explanations, whether more or less 
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theological—for example, “Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of 
the Father” (Rom. 6:4) or “He truly raised himself ” (Ignatius, Smyrnaeans 2). 
More often, the earliest affirmations of the resurrection of Jesus simply fall 
back on the divine passive, and as seen in the previous chapters, the earliest 
resurrection narratives are best explained as attempts to reconcile the appear-
ance tradition and the disappearance tradition—rather than as accounts of 
how the resurrection happened. The original absence from the traditions of an 
account of Jesus exiting the tomb, as Goguel explained, evidently “was, begin-
ning from the second century, considered to be a lacuna which some tried 
valiantly to fill, albeit quite timidly.”43

A fragment of the Gospel of the Hebrews (c. 150?) cited by Jerome suggests 
a straightforward exit from the tomb: “And after the Lord had given the linen 
cloth to the slave of the priest, he went to James and appeared to him” (Gos. Heb. 
frag. 7; Jerome, Vir. ill. 2).44 Some later Christian authors also describe Jesus exit-
ing the tomb. In his Divine Institutes (written 305–11), Lactantius wrote: “But 
on the third day, before light, there was an earthquake and suddenly the tomb 
was opened; and the guards, being stunned and stupefied with fear, did not see 
a thing—but he came out of the tomb living and uninjured, and set off for Gali-
lee, but in the tomb nothing was found but the clothing which had confined his 
body” (Inst. 4.19). In his focus on the guards, Lactantius completely bypasses the 
women as witnesses and the angels as interpreters; this heightens the culpability 
of the other witnesses. Lactantius also says that the risen Jesus preferred to go 
straight to Galilee rather than risk appearing to the Jews, lest they repent (4.20). 
Other authors also interpret the prediction of Galilean appearances in this way 
(Tertullian, Apol. 21.21). It explains why Jesus did not simply appear to everyone 
to disprove the allegation that the disciples had faked a disappearance by stealing 
the body.

Goguel also noted that some of these texts make a striking correlation 
between the exit of the risen Jesus from the tomb and the harrowing of hell.45 
This makes sense, particularly since the tendency was to see Christ’s proclama-
tion “to the spirits in prison” (1 Peter 3:19) as a trip to the underworld while Jesus 
was dead in the tomb. If early Christians understood the resurrection of Jesus as 
the beginning of the general resurrection of the dead, there needed to be some 
way to account for what happened to Jesus as “an inclusively communal event” 
rather than “an exclusively individual” one; otherwise, the corporate logic of early 
Jewish resurrection theology is strained.46 Attempts to address this problem can 
be seen in both Paul’s use of the “firstfruits” analogy (1 Cor. 15:20-24) and Mat-
thew’s strange piece about the raising of the bodies of the holy ones (Matt. 27:52-
53)—but certainly by the second century there was also a well-developed idea 
that Christ had descended to the abode of the dead to liberate the righteous dead, 
or at least to proclaim liberation to them (1 Peter 3:19-20; 4:6).47

This correlation between the descent to the dead and the exit of Jesus from 
the tomb is found in the Gospel of Peter, where, as Jesus comes out of the tomb, 
a voice from heaven asks, “Did you proclaim to those who sleep?” and the cross, 
in reply, says, “Yes” (Gos. Pet. 10.41-42). Lactantius, writing considerably later, 
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also makes this connection, although he was relying on a skewed reading of the 
Lukan exegesis of Psalm 15:10 LXX (Acts 2:25-27), according to which Jesus’ soul 
would not be abandoned in Hades (Inst. 4.19).48 Rufinus (d. 411) is among the 
Christian commentators who depicted the descent into hell in narrative form; he 
wrote that after Christ was victorious in Hades and had brought the spoils (the 
patriarchs and others) to heaven, he returned and reanimated his dead body in 
the tomb because he had already been victorious over death (Rufinus, Symb. 29). 
One can see how incompatible this is with the Markan depiction of the resur-
rection as a postmortem assumption or removal into the divine realm. Others 
resisted this narrative development of the emptying of the tomb: for instance, 
John Chrysostom (c. 349–407) states that it would be superfluous to see the 
beginning of the resurrection of Jesus when the disciples have seen its results—
an emptied tomb and a present Jesus (Hom. Acts 2).

The Empty Tomb Story and Early Christian Apologetic
One of the issues the empty tomb story posed for its earliest interpreters was the 
prominent role given to the women in the story, in particular, Mary Magdalene. 
As argued above, this role is deeply embedded in the tradition, and this was an 
aspect of the story of Jesus’ resurrection that evidently needed some defense. 
According to Origen (c. 185–254), Celsus thought Mary’s reputation as a resur-
rection witness added to the dubious quality of the claim that Jesus had risen 
from the dead. “So who saw this? A frenzied woman, you say, and possibly some 
other one [convinced by] the same witchcraft” (Origen, Cels. 2.55).49 Many early 
Christian writers therefore sought to give a positive interpretation to the women 
at the tomb. John Chrysostom, for example, praised their bravery in coming 
to the tomb given the animosity of the Jews; their generosity in spending their 
money on the spices to anoint the body; and their devotion to Jesus in want-
ing to embrace the body (Hom. Matt. 88.2). More than that, because the risen 
Jesus commissioned the women with the news of his resurrection, he brought 
honor and healing to the female sex (Hom. Matt. 89.3). Probably here Chrys-
ostom reflects the traditional reading that the women, by their obedience and 
devotion, and through Christ’s commission to them, rectify the sin of Eve. As 
Katherine Jansen notes, the interpretive themes of “woman as redeemer of Eve’s 
sin, as first witness of the Resurrection, and as the bride/church/synagogue . . . 
became familiar motifs in Western exegetical tradition.”50 Other symbolic read-
ings are also found: in his comment on Jesus’ command to Mary not to touch 
him (John 20:17), Augustine says that Mary symbolizes the Gentiles who do 
not touch Christ (spiritually, by their belief) until after his ascension (Tract. Joh. 
121.3). As allegorical interpretation flourished in early Christian hermeneutic, 
such deeper readings became more common. Ulrich Luz notes that such inter-
pretations tended to focus on the hearing of the word, with the women repre-
senting souls seeking new life, the shining angel being the illuminating word of 
truth, the stone representing the hindrance of unbelief, and so forth.51

The question of how the risen Jesus got out of the tomb, which evidently 
was a concern to the author of the Gospel of Peter, is one that arises in apologetic 
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uses of the empty tomb story, mainly in situations where the Matthean narrative 
has been read closely. The combination of the Matthean motifs of sealed tomb 
and guards with the apparent ability of the risen Jesus, depicted in Luke and 
John, to appear and disappear suddenly, even behind locked doors (Luke 24:31, 
36; John 20:19, 26), meant that for early readers the risen body was a “spiritual” 
body, to use Paul’s language if not quite his conception, which Jesus was able to 
make materialize and dematerialize at will. Thus the risen Jesus found the stone 
and the seal to be no barriers to his exit from the tomb, just as the locked doors 
where the disciples were gathered were no barrier. One prominent apologetic 
use for this line of thinking is the defense of the perpetual virginity of Mary: just 
as the risen Jesus was able to rise and to exit the tomb without breaking the seals 
or disturbing the guard, so also the infant Christ was able to be born without 
violating Mary’s virginity.52 Such a line of thinking seems to require that Christ’s 
body have the same kind of miraculous properties in the process of birth as well 
as in the postresurrection state; it is not clear whether these interpreters gave 
any thought to this problem. This reading simply drew a conclusion from one 
mystery (the resurrection) and applied it to another (the virgin birth). An early 
correlation between tomb and womb is found in the writings of Origen:

For it was necessary for one who was unlike the rest of the dead—having 
already in his death manifested living signs, in the water and the blood—
even being, so to speak, a new dead person, to be put in a new and clean 
tomb; so that just as his birth was purer than any other (since he was born 
not by sexual union but from a virgin), so also his burial should be purer, as 
shown through the symbolism of his body being placed in a new tomb built 
not from various stones having no inherent unity, but quarried and hewn 
from a single and entirely unified rock. (Cels. 2.69)

Later authors, such as Jerome (c. 345–420), Ephrem of Syria (c. 306–373), and 
Augustine (354–430), are fond of this line of argument, emphasizing that Jesus 
was put in a brand-new tomb in which no one had ever been laid (Matt. 27:60; 
John 19:41).53 Although these authors may have been defending the doctrine of 
Mary’s perpetual virginity (against, for instance, Jovinian, who was condemned 
in 393 for denying it), they seem also to have had devotional or catechetical 
purposes.

When it came to defending the resurrection, most early Christian authors, 
as noted above, evidently did not find the empty tomb story useful. Other argu-
ments proved more popular and durable, such as the fearlessness of the resur-
rection witnesses, who knew they would share in the same kind of vindication as 
Jesus. This argument is found already in 1 Corinthians 15:30-32 (see also Igna-
tius, Smyrn. 3:2; Origen, Cels. 2.56). The empty tomb story could be used as a 
“proof ” of the resurrection, however, when the Matthean additions to the story 
were stressed: the seal and the guards, and the complicity of the Jews in spreading 
abroad the counternarrative that the disciples had stolen the body (Matt. 28:15). 
As Justin (c. 100–165) accuses Trypho:
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And not only did you not believe when you learned that he had risen from the 
dead, but, as I said earlier, you sent chosen and appointed men into all the world 
proclaiming, “A certain atheistic sect has arisen from a certain Galilean deceiver 
[named] Jesus, whom we crucified, but his disciples stole him by night from the 
tomb . . . and now they are deceiving people, saying that he has been raised from 
the dead, and been taken up into heaven.” (Dial. 108)

Here Justin repeats Matthew’s assertion that the story that the disciples had sto-
len the body originated among “the Jews” (Matt. 28:13-15), although there is a 
chance he knew of such a rumor himself. In Matthew, this rumor arose not as a 
response to claims about the resurrection of Jesus, but as a response to the events 
of the resurrection themselves: “Some members of the guard went into the city 
and told the chief priests everything that had happened” (28:11). In saying that 
the Jews “did not believe when [they] learned that he had risen from the dead,” 
Justin implies what later authors make much more explicit. Because Matthew 
28:11-15 depicts the chief priests and the Pharisees (who need to be present as 
witnesses to Jesus’ Jonah saying, Matt. 12:38-42) as fully aware of the events the 
guards have seen at the tomb, they could be claimed as hostile witnesses to the 
resurrection:

For indeed this even proves the resurrection, that is, that they said that the 
disciples had stolen [the body]. It is practically a confession that the body 
was not there. And therefore when they confess that the body was not there, 
their custody of the tomb, and the seals, and the cowardice of the disciples all 
show that the theft [of the body] must be false and unbelievable; and on this 
basis the demonstration of the resurrection is shown to be irrefutable. (John 
Chrysostom, Hom. Matt. 89.2)

Chrysostom therefore can ask, “Have you seen how they labor involuntarily on 
behalf of the truth?” (Hom. Matt. 89.1). An additional ingredient often found 
in this line of interpretation is the idea drawn from the second-century apolo-
gists that the testimony of the Scriptures to the resurrection of Jesus makes the 
Jews even more culpable for their disbelief (as in, e.g., Lactantius, Inst. 4.19; 
Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat. 14.14-15), while in contrast the risen Jesus opens the 
minds of the apostles to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45-48; Lactantius, 
Inst. 4.20).

Empty Tomb Motifs in Early Christian Hagiography
Scholars have long noted the similarities between the ancient Greek hero cults 
and the early Christian cults of saints.54 These include (1) an interest in narra-
tives concerning the life and death of venerated figures, (2) the commemoration 
of such figures on special days, (3) and a particular interest in their burial sites 
(whether or not they were thought empty or known to have rivals).55 Helmut 
Koester gives a particularly vivid example of how these similarities could lead to 
interesting crossovers: a vaulted hero tomb in Philippi, whose original dedication 
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to Epiphanes Exikestou had long been forgotten, came to be identified centuries 
later as the tomb of St. Paul and became an important site for pilgrims to com-
memorate the apostle on their way to the Holy Land.56 Koester also suggests that 
hero worship did not really enter popular Christianity until the discovery and 
memorialization of Jesus’ tomb by Constantine (discussed below), since the ven-
eration of that site legitimized a similar fascination with the grave sites of the 
saints. “As worship at the tomb of the founding hero Jesus became the primary 
object of pilgrimages to Jerusalem, also the tombs of the apostles and martyrs 
were now discovered and monuments built to honor their memory.”57 However, 
the apocryphal acts and stories about martyrs demonstrate that there was already 
an interest in the death of these figures by the second century. The prevalence of 
the hero cult in the late Hellenistic age may have been an influence in how Chris-
tians thought about their heroes long before the discovery of Jesus’ tomb. In the 
Hellenistic period, there was considerable openness to counting benefactors and 
prominent individuals of the recent past—not only of the epic past—worthy of 
receiving heroic honors.58

James Skedros observes significant parallels in religious outlook between 
the kind of hero veneration promoted in Philostratus’s Heroikos (written c. 
225–235?)59 and the early Christian martyr/saint cults.60 First, they shared a 
concept of “sacred space” according to which burial sites or locales in which 
the figure was known to appear had sacred or even magical or miraculous 
properties (Her. 3.6). Second, there was a shared belief that physical objects 
could convey “divine or supernatural power,” so that great respect was shown 
for the physical remains or relics of those so venerated (Her. 8.1). Third, the 
stories about martyrs have pronounced didactic or moralistic tendencies, 
which Skedros suggests in the Heroikos are supplanted by a concern to dem-
onstrate the existence of heroes, and the reasons for venerating them, by tell-
ing their stories. Two more details are also significant: first, both heroes and 
saints were thought to have an ongoing influence for those who venerated 
them; and second, both heroes such as Protesilaos (Her. 10.1–11.6) and saints 
such as Paul (Mart. Paul 11.6-7) were sometimes depicted as appearing after 
their death.

Although typically Greek heroes and Christian saints were venerated at their 
burial sites, some particularly illustrious Christian saints, like a few Greek heroes, 
were thought to have been taken away into the divine realm at the end of their 
lives. Certain narrative elements from the canonical empty tomb stories reappear 
in stories about the deaths of certain apostles and saints, beginning from the late 
second century. These narrative elements and the stories in which they appear 
are catalogued in the following table.
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Early Christian Tomb-Visit Stories61
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significant interval after burial 
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √ √

early morning visit
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √ √ √

fear/grief/alarm
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √

mysteriously opened tomb
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √

miraculous portents (Matt.) √ √ √

clothing remains
(Luke, John) √

empty tomb/missing body
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √ √ √ (√) √ √

distinguished/apostolic witness 
at tomb (Luke, John) √ √ (√) √

angelic witness
(Matt., Mark?, Luke, John) √ √

hostile witness (Matt.) √ √ √

guard/seal (Matt.) √ √ √

apparition at/near tomb  
(Matt., John) (√) √ √ √ √

apparition at a distance
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √? √ √ √ √ (√) √

interpretation of divine activity 
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √ √ √ √ √

rationalizing explanation of 
disappearance (Matt., John) √ √

flight/hurried return from tomb 
(Matt., Mark, Luke, John) √ √

other narrative features

magical/miraculous properties 
of tomb √ √

veneration at/of tomb √



Rewriting the Empty Tomb     169

For the sake of comparison, details from Chariton, Chaereas and Callirhoe, 
are also included. Also included on the table are details from the remarkable tale 
from the Acts of Pilate (fifth to sixth century?)62 of the disappearance of Joseph 
of Arimathea from a locked, sealed, and windowless house (Acts Pil. 12.1–16.1); 
this tale has some important narrative similarities with the empty tomb story. In 
this story, the Jews lock Joseph up for burying Jesus, intending to kill him and 
feed his body to the birds once the Sabbath has passed; but Jesus rescues Joseph, 
spiriting him away and showing him the empty tomb and the grave clothes before 
dawn on the first day of the week (12.1-2).63 This rescue appears to be in response 
to Joseph’s piety and bravery in attending to the burial.

In most of these tomb stories, some but not all of the narrative motifs found 
in the canonical stories recur. The reason for this should be obvious: the authors 
and tradents of these acts were reluctant, of course, to attribute both a bodily 
disappearance (such as with John or Symeon of Neapolis) and an appearance 
at the tomb (such as with Paul), for to do so would be to claim the same post-
mortem elevation for these saints as for Jesus. That is, it would be to claim that 
Jesus’ resurrection was not unique, that God could raise certain other special 
individuals before the general resurrection of the dead. This reserve is cast aside 
in the stories about the end of Mary, however. Manuscript evidence shows that 
by the fifth century, stories about the end of Mary—often called her “dormition” 
(falling asleep) or her “assumption”—were circulating in numerous languages 
and locales and showing great diffusion in narrative traits. Broadly speaking, 
these stories narrate the death of Mary as a soul assumption or a bodily assump-
tion, or both.

Recently, Stephen Shoemaker has argued that the Ethiopic Book of Mary’s 
Repose is one of the earliest forms of the very diffuse dormition tradition.64 In 
this version of the tale, the apostles—who have all been miraculously gathered 
from the corners of the earth to witness Mary’s end—are taken on a long tour of 
heaven and hell, and so the work devolves into an apocalypse. But the Book of 
Mary’s Repose narrates first the assumption of Mary’s soul into heaven, received 
into a pure garment by Christ and Michael, and escorted thus into Paradise:

And then the Lord took her soul and placed it in Michael’s hands, and they 
wrapped it in a fine garment, so splendid that one could not keep silent. And the 
apostles saw Mary’s spirit as it was given into Michael’s hands: a perfect form, 
but its body was both male and female, and nevertheless one, being similar to 
every body and seven times white. (Ethiopic Liber Requiei 67–68)65

Then the Savior instructs Peter to place Mary’s body in a new tomb and to guard 
it (chap. 70), for the chief priests wish to burn Mary’s body; when they try to seize 
the body, the funeral procession is miraculously protected (chaps. 72–73), and 
when one of the Jews attempts to overthrow the bier, his arms are cut off; he later 
repents and is healed when he kisses Mary’s body (chaps. 73-76). Even the high 
priest repents and blesses Mary (chap. 76).66 The apostles sit and discuss various 
issues while they attend the tomb; then, after three days, Christ and Michael 
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return with ten thousand angels and they all ascend with Mary’s body into the 
clouds, and her soul and body are reunited at the Tree of Life in Paradise:

And while Paul was sitting at the entrance [of the tomb] and speaking with 
them, behold, the Lord Jesus came from heaven with Michael. . . . And [angels] 
descended on three clouds, and the number of angels on a cloud appeared to be 
ten thousand angels in the presence of the Savior. And our Lord said to them, 
“Let them bring the body of Mary into the clouds.” And when her body had 
been brought, our Lord said to the apostles that they should come to him. And 
they ascended into the cloud, and they were singing with the voice of angels. 
And our Lord told the clouds to go to the East, to the area of Paradise. And 
when they arrived together in Paradise, they placed Mary’s body beside the Tree 
of Life. And they brought her soul and placed it in her body. And our Lord sent 
his angels to their places. (Ethiopic Liber Requiei 88–89, excerpted)

This part of the story has many of the narrative motifs typically found in assump-
tion stories: clouds, angels, “going up” language. One thing it lacks, however, is 
the earth-bound perspective of the witnesses (see, e.g., 2 Kings 2:11-12; Acts 
1:9-11), because the narrative follows the apostles on their tour of the heavenly 
realm (and elsewhere).67

In this version of the story, the empty tomb of Mary is not a topic of inter-
est, but in others, it is.68 Certainly by the fifth century there existed not only 
narratives about the assumption of Mary, but also liturgies and sacred sites in 
Palestine associated with various significant points in her life, including her 
dormition.69 The stories themselves were immensely popular and influential in 
late antique Western Christianity, but since they bordered on apocryphal, they 
show evidence of idiosyncratic and localized narrative and symbolic develop-
ments.70 It should come as no surprise that a story that originally had signifi-
cant similarities with Greek and Roman stories about the disappearance and 
apotheosis of various heroes and other illustrious figures should have certain of 
its narrative elements applied equally to early Christian saints and martyrs who 
were thought deserving of an elevated postmortem status.

Visiting the Empty Tomb at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
Not long after the emperor Constantine gained control of the Eastern Empire by 
defeating Licinius in 324 ce, excavations began in Jerusalem (Aelia) at the site 
that was to become the location of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Nearly two 
centuries earlier, the emperor Hadrian refounded Jerusalem as the Roman city 
Aelia Capitolina, and made the Temple Mount the site of a temple of Jupiter (Dio 
Cassio, Hist. Rom. 69.12-14). It seems that this was the cause of the Second Jew-
ish War (the Bar Kokhba Revolt), which ended in 135, rather than a response to 
it—but details are sketchy.71 As part of Hadrian’s rebuilding program, along the 
new colonnaded Cardo Maximus (the main north-south street) there was built a 
forum and, according to Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260–c. 340), a cultic site conse-
crated to Aphrodite or Venus.72 Eusebius implies that there was a long-standing 
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memory that Jesus’ tomb was under this temple, and that the ungodly conspired 
to hide it (Vit. Const. 3.25–26). When Sozomen wrote his Church History in the 
early fifth century, he suggested on the other hand that “the pagans” purpose-
fully built the temple there in order to desecrate a site at which Christians were 
known to worship, and that the true site of the tomb was subsequently forgot-
ten and had to be revealed (Hist. Eccl. 2.1). In reality, however, the main street 
was the obvious place to situate a temple. According to Eusebius, Constantine 
ordered the temple demolished (though it may already have been in ruins) and 
the impure soil excavated and carted away, and underneath was discovered the 
tomb of Christ.

And finally that venerable and most holy testimony to the Savior’s resurrection 
appeared; and that most holy cave, by coming to light again after going down 
into the darkness, presented a symbol of the Savior’s own coming to life, for it 
came into the light again after going down into the darkness; and it allowed 
those who had come to the place to see manifest the history of the wonders that 
had been accomplished there. (Eusebius, Vit. Const. 3.28)

The tomb itself, as Eusebius describes it, rises from the dead; he already under-
stands the place itself to evoke the story of Jesus’ resurrection, just as other visi-
tors to the site would similarly find it a place for reliving the “memory” of the 
resurrection.

This was the site of Constantine’s Church of the Resurrection, the construc-
tion and features of which are described at great length by Eusebius (Vit. Const. 
3.30-39). The tomb itself, once excavated, was covered by a small building (the 
aedicule). Presumably because of John 19:41, which situates the burial of Jesus in 
a garden near the crucifixion place, the discovery of the tomb also occasioned the 
discoveries of Calvary and the true cross (including the nails and the notice writ-
ten by Pilate). In the writings of fifth-century church historians such as Sozomen, 
the legendary accounts of these discoveries are associated with Helena, Constan-
tine’s mother, and not the emperor himself (Sozomen, Hist. Eccl. 2.1), and the 
order of things has changed: first Helena discovers the cross; and then she clears 
the site and builds the church. The veracity of the cross was tested, according to 
Rufinus (d. 411), by curing a dying woman (Hist. Eccl. 10.7-8), but according to 
Paulinus of Nola (d. 431), by resurrecting a dead man (Epis. 31.4-5). As Jonathan 
Z. Smith comments, “It is the presence of the Cross and its power to resurrect, 
rather than the resurrection of the tomb itself, that guarantees the authenticity 
of the site in these later traditions.”73 Jerome indicates that by 393 the Church of 
the Resurrection was at least in the vicinity of “the Cross” (Jo. Hier. 11); but even 
earlier, Cyril of Jerusalem mentioned relics of the true cross in his catechetical 
lectures, which were delivered in the Church of the Resurrection around 380 
(Cat. 4.10).74

Recent excavations at the site have revealed that the area was from around 
the seventh century bce a limestone quarry, and that there are at least four tombs 
dating to the first century bce at the site. A layer of arable soil from the first 
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century bce would make the site consistent with John’s description of it as “a 
garden” (John 19:41).75Additionally, at the time of Jesus the location would have 
been outside the city wall—where of course crucifixion and burial sites would 
need to be located—although a newer wall built by Herod Agrippa in 41–44 ce 
would have placed it within the walls of the city thereafter, and in the time of 
Constantine.76 In addition, ashlars (large hewn stone blocks) used in a retaining 
wall from the time of Hadrian have been found at the site.77 Eusebius implies 
that Constantine or his advisers may have been aware of an old tradition that 
associated the site with the crucifixion and burial of Jesus; or it may have been 
“revealed” to them as Sozomen suggests. Jerome Murphy-O’Connor’s argument 
that early Christians knew where Jesus had been buried because “the Jerusalem 
community . . . held liturgical celebrations at the site until AD 66” has abso-
lutely no supporting evidence prior to the fourth century.78 As Hans Dieter Betz 
remarks, “The tomb was only ‘rediscovered’ when it was needed. It can scarcely 
be misunderstood in the politics of religion that the ‘cave of salvation’ was dis-
covered under a Temple of Venus in 326 ce.”79

Regardless, the church soon became a destination for pilgrimages, and 
depictions of the Holy Sepulchre began to appear in Christian art by the fifth 
century; considerably later, churches and cemetery structures and small-scale 
models used in liturgy all commemorated the tomb aedicule (monument) at the 
Church of the Resurrection.80 By the sixth century, and possibly earlier, pilgrims 
could get souvenirs—small clay bottles (ampullae) and clay tablets depicting the 
Holy Sepulchre—which they may have used as apotropaics, that is, as warding 
charms.81 Gregory of Tours (d. 594) indicates they kept snakes away and could 
cure diseases (de Glor. Mart. 6).82 No wonder, since the tomb itself was such a 
sacred place: according to Jerome, demons would flee the bodies they possessed 
when in the presence of the tomb (Jerome, Epis. 46.8).

The legendary accounts of the discoveries of the tomb and the cross confirmed 
that this was the place: “Its locative specificity and thick associative content, rather 
than its arbitrariness . . . guarantees the site’s power and religious function.”83 One 
aspect of that religious function was demonstration: Cyril of Jerusalem claimed 
that together with the angels, and the apostles who ran to the tomb and saw the grave 
clothes, and the women who took hold of Jesus’ feet, the tomb itself was among the 
“many witnesses to the Savior’s resurrection.” “Even this stone, which at that time 
was rolled away, and which lies here to this day, bears witness to the resurrection.  
. . . And [so also does] this house of the Holy Church, which was built and adorned 
(as you see) by the Emperor Constantine of blessed memory, because of his great 
love of Christ” (Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat. 14.22). Interestingly, in this context Cyril 
has no longer any need to appeal to the Jews as hostile witnesses; but standing 
next to the tomb aedicule, one finally could simply recite the narrative elements 
of the empty tomb story as proofs of the resurrection. How could anyone doubt 
here, where (in Smith’s words) “story, ritual, and place could be one”?84 Yet the 
certain proof of the resurrection that the Holy Sepulchre now afforded meant 
that those who persisted in disbelief and denial would have a great array of wit-
nesses against them, including not only the original participants in the drama of 
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the crucifixion and resurrection, but also the hill of Golgotha and the tomb with 
its stone that were here “to this day” (Cyril, Cat. 13.39).

It was therefore now possible for the believer not only to be present at the 
location of Jesus’ death and resurrection, but also, through contemplation and 
veneration, to be spiritually present at the events themselves—because “place” 
in the narratives finally coincided with “space” in the real world.85 This could be 
brought about through participation in ritual, as Cyril’s assimilation of the act of 
baptism (in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre) to the interment and resurrection 
of Christ shows (Cat. Myst. 2.4).86 But Jerome provides some striking examples of 
how piety shown at the Holy Sepulchre could be the occasion of reflection, which 
could lead to imaginative reenactment and participation:

In former times the Jews used to reverence the Holy of Holies, because the cher-
ubim, the mercy seat, the ark of the covenant, the manna, Aaron’s rod, and the 
golden altar were inside. Does not the sepulchre of the Lord seem to you more 
worthy of reverence? However often we go inside, each time we perceive there 
the Savior in the linen grave clothes, and lingering a little we see the angel sitting 
at his feet, and the face-cloth folded at his head. (Epis. 46.5)87

This letter displays the rhetoric that by now was common—that the Holy Sepul-
chre was the temple of the new Christian Jerusalem.88 Through the Scriptures the 
events of the passion and resurrection became the communal memory of Chris-
tianity, but these could be evoked and even participated in through the ritualized 
visitation of sacred sites in the vicinity of Jerusalem. According to Smith, the late 
fourth-century Pilgrimage of Egeria reveals that this involved “commemoriza-
tion, memorialization, and recollection” at prescribed sites that were visited in 
a prescribed order and at which prescribed readings would be heard.89 Much of 
this activity converged at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Thus sacred space 
and ritual meet the story-order of the founding narratives and the history of 
God’s saving acts. Smith explains that this convergence resulted in the develop-
ment of the Christian year and the adoption of an eclogadic lectionary (liturgical 
readings taken not in continuous order but in order appropriate to Christian 
time).90

Uneasy Easter Stories
In some ways, the development of the Easter story reaches its conclusion—
logically, at least—with the composition of full-scale conflations of the Gospel 
narratives. The beginning of this process can be seen in Mark, which began 
the process of reconciling the appearance and the disappearance traditions; 
the Fourth Gospel is the intracanonical climax of this endeavor, since there 
we find not only the combination of the apostolic inspection of the tomb with 
the appearance of the risen Jesus at the tomb, but resurrection combined with 
assumption in a two-stage scenario (similar to what is found in Luke). Post-
canonical texts carried on the effort of telling the resurrection stories as the 
story of Easter. The Gospel of Peter, as shown above, combines various narrative 
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traits from Mark, Matthew, and John with its own legendary additions, in keep-
ing with the interests of whoever produced that text. Given this compositional 
tendency to conflate, it is almost natural that later authors would continue in 
this mode in their own retelling of the story. Thus already Justin could refer 
to both the guard at the tomb and the ascension into heaven (1 Apol. 21), and 
much later John Chrysostom could import Peter’s inspection of the tomb into 
his homily on Matthew 28:11-14 (Hom. Matt. 90.2). This is possible because of 
a hermeneutic that straightforwardly identifies the narrative with the events it 
represents.

The Diatessaron composed by Tatian sometime around 170 ce is the earliest 
known Gospel harmony and was immensely influential in Eastern Christianity.91 
Unfortunately, it does not survive, owing to its replacement in fifth-century Syr-
ian Christianity by the four canonical Gospels.92 Scholars disagree as to its origi-
nal language and form. A Syriac form evidently was in liturgical use in Edessa by 
the end of the second century, but an early Greek fragment, the Dura Europas 
parchment, might be a scrap of a Greek Diatessaron.93 This fragment reproduces 
only the description of Joseph of Arimathea from Matthew 27:56-57 (with addi-
tional information from the other Gospels).94 Ancient and medieval translations 
of the Diatessaron differ considerably from one another and at times seem to 
testify more to its influence than to its actual text, although a commentary on 
the text by Ephrem gives a better idea in some instances. Ephrem’s commentary, 
however, provides little insight into how the Diatessaron treats the empty tomb 
story: he comments only on Joseph’s request for the body and the burial (Comm. 
Diat. 21.20-21) and at greater length on the encounter between Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene (21.22-29).

According to Foster, Tatian’s approach was to work from Matthew first, 
adding unique material from the other Gospels into Matthew’s sequence, and 
harmonizing diverging accounts of the same episode or saying.95 If the Arabic 
harmony (twelfth or thirteenth century ce) gives any indication of Tatian’s origi-
nal work,96 it was a clever, painstaking, and often convoluted harmonization of 
the many divergent details in the story. For example, after the women ask, “Who 
will remove the stone for us?” (only in Mark 16:3), there is an earthquake and the 
angel descends to the tomb (Matt. 28:2) as if in answer to their request (Arabic 
Diat. 52.47-48). The angels provide a little more of a challenge: after Matthew’s 
tomb-opening angel leaves, the women enter the tomb and encounter Mark’s 
young man, and then Luke’s two men in shining garb (52.52—53.1). These two 
both remind the women of what Jesus taught while in Galilee and instruct them 
to tell the disciples that Jesus would go ahead of them into Galilee (Luke 24:6-7; 
Mark 16:7; Arabic Diat. 53.3-7). The various trips from and back to the tomb are 
rather elaborately combined, as may be expected. First, the women leave and tell 
no one (Mark 16:8), but Mary goes to Peter and the Beloved Disciple, who return 
to inspect the tomb (Luke 24:12; John 20:2-10); back at the tomb, Mary encoun-
ters the risen Jesus (John 20:14-18) and then somehow arrives back in town tell-
ing the disciples, “I have seen the Lord.” Even though Mary has been back and 
forth from the tomb by this time twice, the other women have not yet arrived 
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in town with their news; on their way to tell the disciples, Jesus appears to them 
(Matt. 28:9-10), but only long after he met up with Mary Magdalene at the tomb 
(Arabic Diat. 53.7-25, 31-36). The others do not believe them (53.37-38).

Other early Christian commentators were similarly anxious to show that the 
Gospel stories did not necessarily conflict with one another, while at the same 
time acknowledging that a surface reading might lead one to believe that they 
did. This is clear in Augustine’s work On the Consensus of the Evangelists, which 
is not exactly a Gospel harmony, but a serial discussion on different points of 
discord. Like the Arabic Diatessaron, Augustine is concerned to reconcile the 
obvious differences in the texts (such as whether the women came while it was 
dark or as it was dawning, or how many angels were at the tomb, or whether the 
women were inside the tomb or not). In fact, he claims that this task of arrang-
ing all the details into a single coherent narrative must be undertaken “so that it 
may be known that they said everything correctly, without any contradictions” 
(3.25.70).97 Augustine is able to solve many problems through imaginative set 
design and stage direction, always assuming a direct correspondence between 
the narratives and the facts they purportedly relate; it helps that he identifies 
the Beloved Disciple as the author of the Fourth Gospel (Lat., ipse [the one who 
reports the inspection of the tomb] est enim discipulus, quem amabat Iesus, 
3.24.69). He proposes, for instance, that the sighting of two angels by the women 
was divided into two reports of one on the stone, as in Matthew, and one inside 
the tomb, as in Mark (3.24.63). Or he suggests (3.24.67) that there was a small 
enclosure outside the door of the tomb, so that someone could possibly be “in” 
the tomb before “entering” it. One wonders whether this proposal was based on 
his knowledge of the structures at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

More serious problems are solved in other ways. The prediction that the 
disciples would see the risen Jesus in Galilee (Mark 16:7; Matt. 28:7) suggests an 
almost immediate appearance there, but Augustine acknowledges that accord-
ing to Luke and John, several appearances in the Jerusalem vicinity took place 
before any in Galilee (Luke 24:13-53; John 20:19-29; de Cons. Ev. 3.25.79-80). 
How can this be resolved? First, Augustine states that neither in Mark nor in 
Matthew is it said that Jesus would appear soon, or right away, in Galilee, or 
in Galilee but nowhere else (3.25.80). Second, he says that the appearance in 
Galilee (Matt. 28:16-20) must have taken place outside of the eight days between 
the first appearances and the appearance to Thomas (John 20:19-29) unless the 
appearance in Galilee was to some other eleven disciples and not “the Eleven” 
(3.25.81). Finally, he suggests that since the prediction was the utterance of an 
angel, it must be a prophetic saying, one that is open to alternative interpreta-
tions (3.25.86). Galilee, he says, can mean either “transmigration” or “revelation.” 
“Transmigration” signifies that the grace of God has passed from Israel to the 
Gentiles, and “revelation” signifies that whereas in his earthly career Jesus took 
the form of a servant, now as the risen Christ he reveals himself as one with the 
Father, “in accordance with that ineffable light which illuminates every person 
coming into the world” (3.25.86; see John 1:9).
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These conflations are part of a larger hermeneutical program in early Chris-
tianity, in which the four Gospels must be seen to offer a single, undivided testi-
mony to the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. Even within the canon, only a 
very narrow range of diversity (narrative, chronological, theological) was accept-
able; otherwise the truth of the Gospel witness to Christ would be in jeopardy. 
These large-scale conflations of the Gospel tomb stories should be understood 
as part of the larger project—undertaken by many interpreters for many reasons 
and in many contexts and with many different results—to address the perceived 
shortcomings of the empty tomb story. When the empty tomb was not consid-
ered sufficient proof for the resurrection, the “testimony” of the chief priests and 
the guards in Matthew was brought to bear on the problem, so that the empty 
tomb could not be interpreted in any other way than that the risen Jesus left it 
empty. (Eventually the Church of the Holy Sepulchre would also provide sup-
porting testimony.) When individual versions of the story were considered defi-
cient—Mark 16:1-8 in particular—they were augmented by scribes, harmonized 
by interpreters, or rewritten by imaginative retellers. This tendency was already 
seen in Matthew and Luke, both of which correct the Markan ending (so that the 
women tell the other disciples, whether they were instructed to do so or not). 
But because Matthew and Luke sought to correct the Markan version in dif-
ferent ways in their own retellings of the story, they added to the story’s dif-
fuse character. The retellings and rewritings, as we have seen in this chapter, did 
not end with the Fourth Gospel but continued as scribes and interpreters and 
theologians grappled with the meaning of the empty tomb. And just as with the 
canonical Gospels, these new retellings and rewritings sought to address current 
questions—not only about the resurrection of Jesus, but also about the scope 
of God’s saving plan, about the nature of apostolic/ecclesial or biblical author-
ity, about the role and status of the heroes of the faith, and about many other 
matters—in ways that made sense to the current Christian imagination.
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10. Revisiting the Empty Tomb: 
Why Beginnings Matter

So let us carefully consider, brothers and sisters, out of what 
sort of material we have been fashioned, and who [we are] 
and as what sort of people we have come into the world, and 
out of what sort of tomb and darkness the one who formed 
and created us has led us into the world, having prepared in 
advance his benefactions before we were born. 

—1 Clement 38:3

Sometime near the end of the first century, these words were written to  
the Christian community in Corinth. I refer to them here for two reasons, the 
first of which is that it is a very early Christian text that uses the image of people 
being led out of a darkened tomb as a metaphor for coming into community 
together under the benefaction of God. Like Paul before him, this author is able 
to use this image without any sense that it should reflect the narratives of the 
discovery of the empty tomb of Jesus. Paul, in Romans 6, says similarly that who-
ever has been baptized into Christ has also been crucified and buried with him, 
so that “just as Christ was raised from the dead through the Father’s glory, so also 
we should walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). As in 1 Corinthians 15, resurrec-
tion is understood here as a transformation that leads to life on a new plane of 
existence. Perhaps Paul thought that his argument in Romans 6 was perfect as it 
was, and that it was better not to overburden it with related images such as stones 
or grave clothes. (He would have been right, of course.) Or perhaps he thought 
the idea of disappearance would run counter to his emphasis on “newness of 
life.” The author of 1 Clement, on the other hand, uses this image without even 
connecting it (explicitly or implicitly) with the resurrection of Christ. This is the 
inverse of a pattern we have observed in early Christian literature, that is, that 
those writing about the resurrection of Christ in the first few Christian centuries 
tend not to refer to the empty tomb stories as support for their theological con-
siderations about how Christ was raised and what it all meant.

Why was this? I have suggested it is related to an ambivalence about these 
narratives, an ambivalence that arose early and quickly became the dominant 



178     Revisiting the Empty Tomb

mode of reflection on the story of the women discovering the open and empty 
tomb of Jesus. In its earliest recoverable deployment, the disappearance tradition 
was simply an oracle of Jesus that spoke of his rejection by “Jerusalem” as the rea-
son for both the withdrawal of divine protection (“Your house is left forsaken”) 
and his disappearance (“You will not see me any longer”) until the time should 
come for him to return as “the Coming One” (Q 13:34-35). As argued earlier, we 
have no way of knowing whether this oracle was the basis for the origin of the 
disappearance story, or whether it is the result of scribal reflection on the Scrip-
tures that took an empty tomb report or rumor as its starting point. In any case, 
as soon as Mark used the traditional disappearance story for the narrative con-
clusion to his Gospel, it was subordinated to the resurrection proclamation: “He 
has been raised, he is not here” (Mark 16:6). This resurrection proclamation took 
the appearances of the risen Christ, not the empty tomb, as the core experiences 
accounting for the theological conviction that God had vindicated Jesus after 
his death. We have seen how Luke, Matthew, and John all had different ways of 
narrating this subordination, by increasingly bringing the appearance tradition 
to bear upon the disappearance story. The empty tomb story, practically from 
the very beginning, was thought to be in need of apologetic help and theological 
support from the appearance tradition.

So when I began to write this book, I was convinced that the resurrection 
paradigm quickly overshadowed the assumption paradigm, particularly (but not 
only) in the developing corpus of narratives about the end of Jesus. I am still con-
vinced of this, for it is seen everywhere in the texts, gradually reinforcing itself 
in various ways. The Easter window I referred to in the introduction of the book 
illustrates this dominance pointedly. The image of the risen and present Jesus 
meeting Mary completely dominates the presentation: one only catches a glimpse 
of the edge of the tomb at the margin of the window, and the saying announcing 
Jesus’ absence from the tomb is relegated to a narrow script at the bottom, where 
(given the context of the image) it is almost completely overshadowed by “But is 
Risen.” It also became clear that whenever the story was adjusted or adapted in a 
particular text, the additions or alterations could always be explained in relation 
to the broader literary and theological shape of that particular writing. What 
surprised me as I studied these narratives and their interpretive history more 
closely, however, is how resilient and how influential the disappearance/assump-
tion paradigm appears to have been. From Mark’s narration of the resurrection 
of Jesus using the motifs of a disappearance story, to the insistence in John that 
the risen Jesus had yet to “ascend to the Father” (John 20:17), to the Gospel of 
Peter and beyond, assumption remained an important way of expressing the 
postmortem exaltation of Jesus.

The second reason I refer to the exhortation from 1 Clement 38 is that it 
counsels the hearers, in the interest of promoting due humility, to consider the 
“stuff ” (Gk., hulē) from which God fashioned them. In the context, Clement 
is writing about the formation of the community, using language that suggests 
the creation story in which God formed Adam, the dusty person, by hand and 
breathed life into him (Gen. 2:7; evoked in 1 Cor. 15:42-49). The development 
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of the Easter story (!) may have been that deliberate in its individual stages, but 
overall it was an organic process of successive literary productions composed 
and received in different contexts. Considering the raw materials from which 
the stories have been formed has, I hope, afforded greater insight into the stories 
themselves, and also into the contexts and concerns of those who first found 
them valuable for formulating and expressing their views about the significance 
of Jesus after his crucifixion. The raw materials themselves, however, also explain 
a great deal. In early Jewish sources, resurrection is often connected with the 
vindication of martyrs and other faithful ones at the end of the age, and we have 
seen that some of Jesus’ followers interpreted his postmortem appearances as 
signs both of God’s vindication of his message and of the beginning (postponed 
in part) of God’s new age. The disappearance tradition explains how and why 
early Christians conceived of the postmortem Jesus as exalted to heaven and 
returning as the Coming One, and how they accounted for the hiatus between 
his two careers as the earthly and heavenly Son of Man. This kind of validation is 
different from that provided by the idea of resurrection, and yet there are points 
where convergence and mutual influence were possible.

At the end of this study, what is sometimes called the Easter story might 
now seem a little like a patchwork quilt—made of various unrelated pieces, each 
with a history of its own, and sometimes conflicting with its neighbors—and to 
some extent, that is not an inappropriate image. After all, the stories as they stand 
really read better individually; reading them together, one becomes distracted 
too easily by the details to really appreciate the bigger picture each one creates 
on its own. On the other hand, as we will see here, the story is in some respects 
remarkably coherent, despite the fact that it originated from two traditions and 
developed in a variety of successive deployments.

Beginnings That Converge Narratively
Beginnings matter not because they provide the earliest, most primitive, most 
authentic understanding or account; they matter because they are part (only 
part) of the stuff of which endings are fashioned (to continue with Clement’s 
turn of phrase). At the beginning of the Easter story lie two different expressions, 
one about the postmortem appearances of Jesus to his followers and another 
about his disappearance, which was a culturally conditioned way of talking about 
his absence (whether conceived of as his “being taken away” by God as a pres-
ervation for a future role, as in Q and Mark, or as the “return to the Father” of 
the preexistent Son of God, as in John). We have observed how these two ideas 
originally, as far as we can tell, had separate tradition histories. Their earliest 
expressions did not really overlap at all, at least linguistically. Paul talked about 
resurrection and appearances, but not about the empty tomb; and in Q, which 
does not express Jesus’ individual postmortem vindication using the idiom of a 
resurrection from the dead, there is a deep sense that it is the absence of Jesus the 
Son of Man that is important, but this is an absence before the renewed presence 
(parousia) of the Coming One. So these two ideas traveled separately and used 
different language, but there is more to say here than simply to affirm that early 
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Christians thought about Jesus being alive after his death in different ways and 
with different implications.

We have also observed how these two traditions converged in the narra-
tion of the Easter experiences. Although there is good reason to suppose that 
both narrative as well as kerygmatic traditions circulated before Mark was writ-
ten, this Gospel provides the earliest surviving resurrection story. Mark 16:1-8 
is a story that does not, however, describe the aftereffects of resurrection (which 
would require a risen Jesus!), but the aftereffects of assumption. This means that 
resurrection for Mark is a strictly bodily affair, but not exactly in the sense that 
Jesus got up in a revivified body and left the tomb—rather, God took him bodily 
into heaven. In using the narrative motifs of a disappearance story to narrate the 
claim that “he has been raised,” the author of Mark took the first recoverable step 
in bringing the disappearance tradition in line with the appearance tradition—
and he did this without describing an appearance of the risen Jesus, but alluding 
to one that would happen, as it were, off-screen (Mark 16:7). This had two results. 
The first is that the appearance predicted in Mark’s ending must be understood 
as an appearance in Galilee but from the divine realm, just like the appearance of 
Romulus to Julius Proculus and that of Elijah and Moses to Jesus and the three 
disciples in the transfiguration story. This retains the visionary qualities of the 
appearance tradition as Paul understood it, but it also (and this is the second 
result) created a narrative scenario in which empty tomb and resurrection must 
go together, at least partly because of the importance of Mark as a source for the 
later Gospels.

Matthew’s story of the resurrection also seems to presume the same under-
standing of resurrection as assumption, since when the tomb is opened Jesus is 
already gone, and one figures he has been taken bodily into heaven (although 
it must be noted that the narrator does not draw attention to this in the typical 
way). The way Matthew tells it, Jesus’ opponents wanted to prevent his disciples 
from announcing his resurrection by ensuring that they could not steal the body. 
This tells us infinitely more about Matthew’s setting than about the events after 
the crucifixion: it indicates that the empty tomb and resurrection proclamation 
were understood as going together, a combination that probably had been made 
in some circles already before Matthew read Mark. Part of Matthew’s strategy 
to answer questions about his community’s resurrection proclamation was to 
attribute the origin of the body-theft rumor to Jesus’ opponents as a lie they told 
despite their knowledge to the contrary. Depicting Jesus appearing to the women 
as they leave the tomb is another part of Matthew’s apologetic strategy, although 
here he probably was relying on an earlier appearance story (which might not 
have been situated at or outside the tomb).

Luke evidently was more concerned with how the resurrection appear-
ances were being interpreted by early Christians than with how the resurrection 
proclamation was being viewed by outsiders. In order to answer a “visionary” 
interpretation of the experiences of those who saw Jesus after his death, he situ-
ated Peter, one of the primary resurrection witnesses, at the tomb to verify the 
report of the women. By doing this Luke excluded the interpretation that Jesus’ 
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followers had only experienced him “spiritually.” This may have been directed at 
Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15, or at those who after Paul were interpret-
ing his language about “spiritual bodies” in a purely visionary way. It was Luke’s 
unmistakable concern to defend the resurrection appearances as tangible, flesh-
and-bones events—in contrast with “pneumatic” understandings—that led us 
to discern the motivation for having Peter inspect the tomb. Luke thus gives the 
impression that Jesus rose from the dead out of the tomb (that is, and not into 
heaven) in a way that Matthew and Mark do not, but the assumption paradigm 
has still left its mark. For Luke still uses the disappearance tradition: the ascen-
sion of the risen Jesus into heaven is his way of shutting the door on the resurrec-
tion appearances and looking ahead to the return of Jesus (Acts 1:11).

At the canonical end of the narrative trajectory of Easter, the Fourth Gospel 
combines the innovation of Matthew (Jesus at the tomb) with that of Luke (the 
apostles at the tomb) in a way that still takes seriously Mark’s depiction of the 
resurrection as an assumption into the divine realm. Although Jesus’ request that 
Mary not touch him (John 20:17) has proven to be notoriously difficult to inter-
pret, Mary Rose D’Angelo’s recent reappraisal of a reading first seen in Origen 
seems to make good sense of the unusual request: in John’s view, there is some-
thing transcendent or liminal about the risen Jesus’ bodily presence, and he had 
best not be touched until his return to the Father is complete.1 This means that 
(as also in the off-screen appearance mentioned in Mark 16:7 and in Matthew 
28:16-20, and also in the view of Paul) when Jesus appears to his followers later 
in the Gospel (John 20:19-23, 26-29; 21:4-23), he appears in a glorified state from 
heaven. In the Fourth Gospel the return of the Son to the Father is understood 
as encompassing Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension in such a way that it 
is difficult to understand sometimes at what point the “glorification” of the Son 
comes to its conclusion. At the same time, the core idea of the Q saying was 
expanded into a major trope in the Farewell Discourses of John 13–17: where he 
was going, they could not come; a little while, and they would see him no more, 
but then see him again.

These narrative adjustments to the empty tomb story all show that the story 
itself was something of a problem, something that needed further explanation 
and elaboration and defense, rather than simply stimulating theological reflec-
tion on its own. We have also seen the way that the not-finding of Jesus’ body 
was consistently, in the message of the angelic interpreters, subordinated to the 
proclamation that “he has been raised.” Almost from the start, the disappear-
ance tradition was viewed as one that needed to be controlled, whether through 
kerygmatic subordination or through deliberate retelling. It is clearest in Luke 
(but also in the other canonical Gospels) that narration is control—that how 
one tells the story of the empty tomb controls or limits the interpretive options 
presented by the claim “Christ has been raised from the dead.” So the two tradi-
tions converge narratively. At the end of this trajectory, everything is narrated 
and nothing is left untold—even the emergence of Jesus from the tomb, whether 
fresh from his descent to the dead, resuscitated, and ready to ascend (in the Gos-
pel of Peter), or just up and handing his grave clothes over to the guard (in the 
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Gospel of the Hebrews). Thus the appearance tradition finally enters—literally—
the empty and enticingly suggestive space of the disappearance tradition when 
the rising Jesus appeared in the tomb and on his way out. This indicates that 
the evangelists (canonical and noncanonical) continued to see the disappear-
ance tradition as secondary to the appearance tradition, and yet it left marks on 
their stories that are still evident, if one knows where to look. This paradoxical 
pattern of attempted subordination and persisting influence is seen in the narra-
tive, apologetic, and hagiographical deployments of the empty tomb story well 
beyond the second century.

Beginnings That Converge Theologically
Having traced the two traditions from their emergence in the theology of Paul 
and in the sayings of Q, what we have not observed to this point is how the 
beginnings of Easter are similar. One point of similarity is that both originate (as 
far as we can tell) in visionary experience. The Q saying about the disappearance 
of Jesus the Coming One (Q 13:34-35) is an oracle, and by this I mean it is a “say-
ing of the Lord” in the sense that it originated in the context of prophetic, spir-
ited speech. It involves Jesus speaking in the voice of the Wisdom of God who 
sends the prophets but who is rejected and is then removed by God. The idea 
of Wisdom sent by God but rejected by humankind is found in 1 Enoch 42:1-3, 
but here on the lips of Jesus, the removal by God that follows this rejection by 
Jerusalem is a theological explanation for how Jesus, rejected and killed, can still 
be the Coming One, the returning Son of Man. Wisdom does not return, but 
someone taken up by God and preserved for a special role in the eschaton could. 
This saying, therefore, makes the best sense if we understand it as a prophetic 
(or even scribal) expression of a theological conviction held by Jesus’ followers. 
Paul, as we have seen, thought of his own visionary experience(s) of the risen 
Lord as an instance (or instances) of Christ appearing to him in the same mode 
that he appeared to the others, and to the same effect. Here his language about 
resurrection as a “spiritual” thing makes good sense. This is not to say, on the one 
hand, that there may not have been an early tradition about women discovering 
Jesus’ tomb open and empty, that the prophetic utterance necessarily gave rise to 
the narrative tradition. It is the case, however, that the earliest expression of the 
disappearance tradition is a piece of prophetic speech. It is also important that 
Mark understood and deployed his traditional narrative source in a way that 
suggests he was (or would have been) in agreement with the theological convic-
tions expressed by Q 13:34-35—that Jesus was rejected in Jerusalem and now 
was no longer here, but was coming again as the Son of Man (see Mark 14:62). 
On the other hand, it is quite probable that in other circles contemporary with 
(or earlier than) Paul’s mission, the resurrection appearances were being under-
stood in very tangible terms. The Jewish texts about resurrection show diver-
sity on how resurrection was conceived, but in many (or even most) of them, 
the physical body is somehow reconstituted and revivified by God’s re-creative 
power. This is the idea we get especially from the Gospel of Luke. For Paul the 
visionary, however, the emphasis was more on resurrection as a transformation 
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that would change what was mortal and corruptible into something immortal 
and incorruptible.

A second point of similarity is that both these expressions have significantly 
corporate implications. In the contemporary analogues to the two traditions, 
however, this was not necessarily the case. Assumption, whether it led to a special 
eschatological function or to apotheosis, was always an individual affair: Romu-
lus, Herakles, Aristeas, Xisouthros, Enoch, Elijah, Moses, Ezra, Baruch, and the 
others were all taken up individually and thus were set apart from the rest of 
humanity by being exalted (or at least removed) to the divine realm in this way. 
How, then, does the exaltation of Jesus through his assumption make any real 
difference to his followers? Paul had the opposite problem with the resurrection 
model—if resurrection was expected to be corporate, why had it only happened 
to one person? And if it was supposed to be the great remaking of God’s people 
at the end of the age, where was the end? Paul’s answer was that the resurrection 
of Jesus had made him the New Adam, and that all those incorporated (I use 
that word deliberately) into him would eventually be raised, but only after he 
puts all his enemies under his feet (1 Cor. 15:23-28). Just as one naturally (Gk., 
psychikon) bears the image of the dusty person, Adam, so also one can bear the 
image of the New Adam spiritually (pneumatikon), if united to him in his death 
and resurrection through baptism (Rom. 6:1-11); and the resurrection of Christ 
takes root in the believer as “newness of life,” as being “dead to sin but alive to 
God in Christ Jesus” (vv. 4, 11). At the same time, Paul affirms that those who are 
“of Christ” will be raised with him “at his coming” (1 Cor. 15:23). Thus resurrec-
tion retains its corporate and eschatological character but is applied in the first 
place to the first fruits, Christ. But what about the assumption of Jesus?

In its earliest deployment in Q, the disappearance tradition provides, in my 
opinion, an answer to the death of Jesus—but Q consistently reflects on persecu-
tion and trials in a corporate way, so that John and Jesus, and their predecessors 
the prophets, and their followers, are viewed together as suffering the typical fate 
of emissaries sent to God’s people. At the same time, Jesus is understood as the 
climactic or paradigmatic example of the rejected prophet. Q also pronounces 
blessing and predicts heavenly reward for those who suffer revilement and perse-
cution “because of the Son of Man” (Q 6:22-23). Even though Q 13:34-35 (about 
the disappearance of the Coming One) and other sayings such as Q (about the 
heavenly or returning Son of Man) clearly distinguish Jesus the speaker from 
the community, there seems to be a representative connection between “the Son 
of Man” and those who maintain allegiance to him. In some ways, this conclu-
sion depends on seeing in the “Son of Man” language in Q the same kind of 
representative function of “the Human One” that one also finds in Daniel 7 and 
the Similitudes of Enoch (1 Enoch 37–71), and of the “Righteous One” in Wis-
dom 2–5.2 In those texts, the transcendent figure embodies the community of the 
faithful, and one way this is expressed is through language that connects the fig-
ure with the community: for instance, in Wisdom 2–5, the Righteous One stands 
for “the righteous,” or the one like a son of humankind receives authority as the 
“holy ones” will in Daniel 7. This representative function of the exalted figure 
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encompasses not only the hoped-for vindication of the community (understood 
as occurring in the context of an eschatological judgment on their oppressors), 
but also the persecution of the community in the meantime. This background 
helpfully illuminates how the Son of Man figure functions in Q, particularly in 
relation to corporate expressions of persecution.3 Importantly, the “Son of Man” 
figure in 1 Enoch 37–71 turns out (in an ending that may not have been origi-
nal to the work) to be Enoch the seer, who has been taken up into the heavenly 
realm. An angel discloses to Enoch, “You are that son of man who was born for 
righteousness,” and he is told, “All will walk on your path since righteousness 
will never forsake you; with you will be their dwelling, and with you, their lot, 
and from you they will not be separated forever and forever and ever” (1 Enoch 
71:16).4 Here the community identifies with “that Son of Man” by following his 
pattern of justice. In Q the emphasis is on faithfulness under threat of persecu-
tion, but the reward is heavenly blessing (Q 6:22-23) or vindication before angels 
(Q 12:8-9) or even sharing with Jesus in his role as judge (Q 22:28-30). It may 
be that thinking about Jesus’ vindication in terms of disappearance or assump-
tion had considerable formative impact on how some circles in the early Jesus 
movements thought scripturally about the future of Jesus and what it meant for 
them.

Thus, although both the disappearance tradition and the appearance tradi-
tion are about Jesus in the sense that they convey ideas about his postmortem 
vindication by God, in their earliest expressions, as well as in the narratives that 
arose (textually at least) afterward, these ideas were never only about Jesus. They 
never conveyed ideas about a private vindication that had no meaning beyond 
what it meant for Jesus—they had a community focus, and they arose and found 
narrative expression, elaboration, and deployment in communities that sought 
to describe how life should be in light of God’s vindication of Jesus.
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never portrayed as an event; that is characteristic of the entire first millennium,” as noted 
by Ulrich Luz, Matthew: A Commentary (3 vols.; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
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24. See Byron McCane, Roll Back the Stone: Death and Burial in the World of Jesus 
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25. Translations of biblical and other ancient texts are the author’s own unless other- Translations of biblical and other ancient texts are the author’s own unless other-
wise noted. The bibliography lists the various original language sources on which these 
translations are based.

26. McCane, Roll Back the Stone, 89. See similarly Raymond E. Brown, “The Burial of 
Jesus (Mark 15:42-47),” CBQ 50 (1988): 233–45.

27. McCane, Roll Back the Stone, 102.
28. For the former view, see above, p. 175 n. 5; for the latter view, see, e.g., Crossan, 

“Empty Tomb and Absent Lord,” 152.
29. See below, p. 132.
30. See below, pp. 66-67, 72-73.
31. Dunn also draws attention to the “tension between appearances on earth and 

appearances from heaven,” but this is a tension that only arises when the appearances are 
narrated in relation to the empty tomb, as in Matthew, Luke, or John (Jesus Remembered, 
858).

32. See below, pp. 109-10.
33. See the discussion below, pp. 123-24; see also, e.g., Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel 

according to John: Introduction, Translation, and Notes (2 vols.; AB 29–29A; Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966–70), 2:1003.

34. For discussion, see D’Angelo, “I Have Seen the Lord,” 100–102.

Chapter 1
1. The Greek word for “proclamation” is kērygma (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:14).
2. So, e.g., Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh 

(rev. ed.; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963), 290; Gerd Lüdemann, The Resurrection of Jesus: 
History, Experience, Theology (London: SCM; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 121.

3. See Luke 24:31, 36; John 20:19, 26 (disappearance and appearance); Luke 24:16, 
31; John 20:14-16; 21:4, 12 (unrecognized identity); Matt. 28:17; Luke 24:37-38, 41; John 
20:25, 27 (questions and doubts).

4. For Paul’s “Damascus Road” experience, see Acts 9:1-19; 22:4-16; 26:9-18; see also 
Acts 13:30-31, where Paul says that the risen Jesus appeared to others (not including 
himself).

5. The passive of horaō is used, e.g., for a king being seen together with his army (Plu-Plu-
tarch, Them. 12.2), for souls of the dead flitting around tombs (Plato, Phaed. 81d), and for 
a torch appearing in the heavens (Diodorus Siculus, Bibl. 15.50).

6. Cf., e.g., Gen. 1:9 LXX (“and the dry land appeared”) with Exod. 16:10 LXX (“the 
glory of the Lord appeared”).

7. It should be noted, however, that the Septuagint also uses the same expression for 
someone “appearing” before an elder or superior (as Joseph before his father in Gen. 46:29 
LXX, or Moses before Pharaoh in Exod. 10:28 LXX).

8. See H. J. de Jonge, “Visionary Experience and the Historical Origins of Christi-
anity,” in Resurrection in the New Testament: Festschrift J. Lambrecht, ed. R. Bieringer et 
al. (BETL 165; Leuven: Peeters, 2002), 35–53, who notes (44–45) six different senses in 
which ōphthē is used for theophanies in the LXX.

9. Luke 24:34; Acts 9:17; 13:31; 26:16; 1 Cor. 15:5-8; 1 Tim. 3:16 (?); and Heb. 9:28 
(which refers to the parousia).

10. Reginald H. Fuller, The Formation of the Resurrection Narratives (New York: Mac-
millan, 1971), 30.

11. “Some scholars have emptied the ōphthē . . . of 1 Cor. 15 of its normal visual asso-
ciations, claiming that as a formula of legitimation it need not advert to real or imagined 
visions”: so Dale C. Allison, Resurrecting Jesus: The Earliest Christian Tradition and Its 
Interpreters (New York and London: T. & T. Clark, 2005), 237, citing W. Michaelis, “ὁράω, 
εἶδον, κτλ,” TDNT 5:358. Allison himself thinks “this is wholly unlikely.” Dieter Zeller, 
“Erscheinungen Verstorbener im griechisch-römischen Bereich,” in Bieringer, Resur-
rection in the New Testament, 1–19, takes a similar position (ibid., 3–4), against Anton 
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Vögtle, “Wie kam es zum Osterglauben?” in Rudolf Pesch and Anton Vögtle, Wie kam es 
zum Osterglauben? (Düsseldorf: Patmos-Verlag, 1975), 9–131 (esp. 58); see also Rudolf 
Pesch, “Zur Entstehung des Glaubens an die Auferstehung Jesu,” TQ 153 (1973): 201–28 
(esp. 214–15). Pesch later modified his view: “Zur Entstehung des Glaubens an die Aufer-
stehung Jesu: Ein neuer Versuch,” Freiburger Zeitschrift für Philosophie und Theologie 30 
(1983): 73–98.

12. Ulrich Wilckens, “The Tradition-History of the Resurrection of Jesus,” in The Sig-
nificance of the Message of the Resurrection for Faith in Jesus Christ, ed. C. F. D. Moule 
(London: SCM, 1968), 51–76; here, 59.

13. E.g., according to Plato, souls not set free from the body in purity retain something 
of the visible corporeal nature, and thus they “appear” (ōphthē) “wandering around the 
tombs and monuments” (Phaed. 81d). Of course, the religious associations of ophthēnai 
in the biblical tradition (divine presence, commissioning, etc.) are absent in instances 
such as this.

14. See Jack Winkler, “Lollianos and the Desperadoes,” JHS 100 (1980): 155–81, esp. 
160–65 on “narrative expectations” concerning descriptions of ghosts; Gregory J. Riley, 
Resurrection Reconsidered: Thomas and John in Controversy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1995), 48–51; D. Felton, Haunted Greece and Rome: Ghost Stories from Classical Antiquity 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), 1–37; Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necro-
mancy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001), 219–30; Deborah Thompson 
Prince, “The ‘Ghost’ of Jesus: Luke 24 in Light of Ancient Narratives of Post-Mortem 
Apparitions,” JSNT 29 (2007): 287–301.

15. See Zeller, “Erscheinungen Verstorbener,” 4–12, for examples and discussion; see 
also Sarah Iles Johnston, Restless Dead: Encounters between the Living and the Dead in 
Ancient Greece (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 127–99.

16. See Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, 163–90; Daniel Ogden, Magic, Witch-
craft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds: A Sourcebook (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2002), 179–205; Hans Dieter Betz, “Zum Problem der Auferstehung Jesu im 
Lichte der griechischen magischen Papyri,” in Betz, Gesammelte Aufsätze I: Hellenismus 
und Urchristentum (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1990), 230–61; Leda Jean Ciraolo, “Super-
natural Assistants in the Greek Magical Papyri,” in Ancient Magic and Ritual Power, ed. M. 
Meyer and P. Mirecki (RGRW 129; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 279–95.

17. This terminology avoids the pejorative connotations of “superstition” or “paranor-
mal” normally associated with “ghost.”

18. See John Dominic Crossan, “The Resurrection of Jesus in Its Jewish Context,” Neot 
37 (2003): 29–58 (esp. 46–47), who says that postmortem apparition is not resurrection. 
See also the excellent and candid discussion in Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 269–99.

19. Allison, Resurrecting Jesus, 278–82, with extensive documentation.
20. This is the sense in which Luke 24:37-39 is normally understood. For further dis-

cussion, see pp. 91-93 below.
21. For a translation of the story, see Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts, 159–61. 

Ogden explains (161) that this should be considered an instance of a “revenant,” i.e., the 
manifestation of a ghost that makes use of its former body. For a more detailed discussion 
of revenants in Greco-Roman literature, see Felton, Haunted Greece and Rome, 25–29.

22. Hans Dieter Betz, “Hero Worship and Christian Beliefs: Observations from the 
History of Religion on Philostratus’s Heroikos,” in Philostratus’s “Heroikos”: Religion and 
Cultural Identity in the Third Century C.E., ed. E. B. Aitken and J. K. Berenson MacLean 
(SBLWGRW 6; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 25–47 (esp. 24–25).

23. Walter Burkert, Greek Religion: Archaic and Classical, trans. J. Raffan (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 190–208.

24. W. K. C. Guthrie, The Greeks and Their Gods (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 220–21; 
Charles H. Talbert, “The Concept of Immortals in Mediterranean Antiquity,” JBL 94 
(1975): 419–36 (esp. 420–29).

25. Burkert, Greek Religion, 203.
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J. Berenson MacLean and E. Bradshaw Aitken (SBLWGRW 1; Atlanta: SBL, 2001), 
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or the present passive of horaō (Her. 18.2), which parallels the aorist passive ōphthē (1 
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The Genre of the Canonical Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977; repr., Macon, Ga: 
Mercer University Press, 1985).

39. Betz, “Hero Worship,” 45.
40. Ibid., 46.
41. Ibid., 46–47; Zeller, “Erscheinungen Verstorbener,” 14.
42. However, if we take the “revelation” mentioned in Gal. 1:16 as the same experience 

as that mentioned in 1 Cor. 15:8, then we would be justified in adding the Damascus area 
to the list (since Paul said that he “returned” there after going off to Arabia, Gal. 1:17). 

43. Betz, “Hero Worship,” 46; Helmut Koester, “On Heroes, Tombs, and Early Chris-
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and the Sayings Gospel Q,” SR 29 (2000): 287–99.



Notes to Chapter 1     207

56. James M. Robinson, “Jesus—From Easter to Valentinus (or to the Apostles’ Creed),” 
JBL 101 (1982): 5–37; here, 10. The other, of course, is Paul’s experience, mentioned (but 
with no description) in 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8. Robinson’s interest in this paper was in showing 
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lins and George W. E. Nickelsburg (SBLSCS 12; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1980), 
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mans, 2003), 870–72, who proposes that Paul’s view (which itself was “corrected” by later 
authors such as Luke) was a modification of the traditional understanding of resurrection 
“as a raising (restoration?) to a life just like the present (that is, physical) life but now 
beyond the reach of death” (ibid., 870). See also the earlier formulation of this argument 
in Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit: A Study of the Religious and Charismatic Experience of Jesus 
and the First Christians as Reflected in the New Testament (London: SCM, 1975), 116–17, 
120–22.
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into a coherent whole for the first time by Paul. Fuller saw something similar happening 
in 1 Thess. 4:14-17 (three occurrences of hoti), where, however, only the first (“we believe 
that Jesus died and rose”) seems to introduce traditional material.
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Chapter 4
1. My translations of Q are based on the reconstructed Greek text of J. M. Robinson, 

P. Hoffmann, and J. S. Kloppenborg, eds., The Critical Edition of Q (Hermeneia Supple-
ments; Minneapolis: Fortress Press; Leuven: Leuven University Press/Peeters, 2000). 
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source for Matt. 23:37-39 and Luke 13:34-35.

2. A good basic introduction to the Synoptic Problem is Christopher M. Tuckett, “Syn-
optic Problem,” ABD 6:263–70. Accessible introductions to Q (basic insights about its 
reconstruction, contents, composition, and significance to Christian origins, together 
with a translation of Q) can be found in James M. Robinson, Jesus: According to the Earli-
est Witness (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 235–55; and in John S. Kloppenborg, Q, 
the Earliest Gospel: An Introduction to the Original Stories and Sayings of Jesus (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2008). On Q as a document, see also Kloppenborg, “Variation in 
the Reproduction of the Double Tradition and an Oral Q?” ETL 83 (2007): 53–80.
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dacre, The Case against Q: Studies in Markan Priority and the Synoptic Problem (Harris-
burg, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 2002), and John S. Kloppenborg, “On Dispensing 
with Q? Goodacre on the Relation of Luke to Matthew,” NTS 49 (2003): 210–36. Among 
those who accept the Q hypothesis as part of the solution to the Synoptic Problem, there is 
debate as to the validity of viewing Q as evidence of a distinctive moment in the develop-
ment of the Jesus traditions (or movements). For more on this, see below, pp. 68-70.

4. Kloppenborg, Q, the Earliest Gospel, 60–61.
5. John S. Kloppenborg, Excavating Q: The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 154.
6. Ibid., 154–63.
7. Migako Sato, Q und Prophetie: Studien zur Gattungs- und Traditionsgeschichte der 

Quelle Q (WUNT 2/29; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988); summarized and evaluated 
briefly by Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 140–43.

8. See the recent discussions in John S. Kloppenborg, “Sagesse et prophétie dans 
l’évangile des paroles Q,” in La source des paroles de Jésus (Q): Aux origines de christia-
nisme, ed. Andreas Dett-wiler and Daniel Marguerat (MdB 62; Geneva: Labor et Fides, 
2008), 73–98; and Migako Sato, “Le document Q à la croisée de la prophétie et de la 
sagesse,” in La source des paroles, ed. Dettwiler and Marguerat, 99–122.

9. Q 4:1-13 narrates the temptations of Jesus, and Q 7:1-9 tells a story about a healing 
that situates Jesus and the following sayings in Capernaum.

10. E.g., Q 7:18-19, 22-28, which uses the narrative device of a question sent from John 
the Baptist through his disciples, and Jesus’ reply sent back to him.

11. Mark 10:45 par. Matt. 20:28; Matt. 12:40; Luke 13:31-33.
12. See, e.g., Burton L. Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins 

(San Francisco: Harper, 1993), 4–5.
13. Dieter Zeller, “Entrückung zur Ankunft als Menschensohn (Lk 13,34f.; 11,29f.),” in 

À Cause de l’Évangile: Études sur les Synoptiques et les Actes offertes au P. Jacques Dupont, 
O.S.B. à l’occasion de son 70e anniversaire (LD 123; Paris: Saint-André/Cerf, 1985), 513–
30; Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 377–79; see also Daniel A. Smith, The Post-Mortem Vin-
dication of Jesus in the Sayings Gospel Q (LNTS 338; London and New York: T. & T. Clark, 
2006).

14. See W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., The Gospel according to Saint Matthew (3 
vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988–97), 3:323; Ulrich Luz, Matthew: A Commen-
tary (3 vols.; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001–07), 3:162–64.

15. Zeller, “Entrückung,” 515–19.
16. For more on this point, see C. S. Rodd, “The End of the Theology of Q?” ExpT 113 

(2001): 5–12; Christopher M. Tuckett, “The Search for a Theology of Q: A Dead End?” 
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ExpT 113 (2002): 291–94; Paul Foster, “In Defence of the Study of Q,” ExpT 113 (2002): 
295–300; Rodd, “The Theology of Q Yet Again: A Reply to the Responses of Christopher 
Tuckett and Paul Foster,” ExpT 114 (2002): 80–85.
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skeptic. See N. T. Wright, “Resurrection in Q?” in Christology, Controversy and Commu-
nity: New Testament Essays in Honour of David R. Catchpole, ed. D. G. Horrell and C. M. 
Tuckett (NovTSup 99; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 85–97, esp. 86–88, 97.
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pher M. Tuckett, Q and the History of Early Christianity (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), 
75–82; Tuckett, “Search for a Theology of Q,” 294n14.

19. Tuckett notes this against points raised by Rodd (“End of the Theology of Q”) on 
the basis of his trial “reconstruction” of “Mark” from Matthew and Luke (Tuckett, “Search 
for a Theology of Q,” 292).
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21. For differing pictures of the theology of Q, see above all Tuckett, Q, and Kloppen-

borg, Excavating Q, 329–444.
22. Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 371.
23. See Tuckett, “Search for a Theology of Q,” 292: “Claims about the possible signifi-

cance of a ‘Son of Man Christology,’ a Wisdom Christology, wisdom ideas, the theme of 
judgment set within a deuteronomistic view of history, are all thought (by some) to char-
acterize Q’s ‘theology’ because of the material that is there by common consent.”

24. Frans Neirynck, “Q: From Source to Gospel,” ETL 71 (1995): 421–30; Kloppen-
borg, Excavating Q, 398–408.

25. See especially Arland J. Hultgren, The Rise of Normative Christianity (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2004), 31–41; Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 353–408; and Larry W. Hur-
tado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2003), 217–44 (largely in dialogue with Kloppenborg).

26. It was really not until Adolf Harnack’s work with Q that it came be studied in its 
own right: Adolf von Harnack, The Sayings of Jesus: The Second Source of St. Matthew and 
St. Luke (New York: Putnam; London: Williams & Norgate, 1908).

27. T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM, 1937), 16: “There is no Passion-
story because none is required, Q being a book of instruction for people who are already 
Christians and know the story of the Cross by heart.”

28. Heinz Eduard Tödt, The Son of Man in the Synoptic Tradition, trans. Dorothea 
M. Barton (London: SCM, 1965), 268: “There are two spheres of tradition, distinguished 
both by their concepts and by their history. The centre of the one sphere is the passion 
kerygma; the centre of the other is the intention to take up again the teaching of what 
Jesus had taught. The Q material belongs to the second sphere.”

29. Ibid., 250–53; for criticism, see Arland D. Jacobson, The First Gospel: An Introduc-
tion to Q (Sonoma, Calif.: Polebridge, 1992), 28–30; see also Kloppenborg, “ ‘Easter Faith’ 
and the Sayings Gospel Q,” Semeia 49 (1990): 71–99, esp. 82–84; Smith, Post-Mortem 
Vindication, 10–11.
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Q as the reality of Jesus’ word being valid now.”

31. For the view that the apocalyptic Son of Man Christology in Q is oriented to a 
belief in Jesus’ resurrection, see Paul Hoffmann, Studien zur Theologie der Logienquelle 
(3rd ed.; NTAbh 8; Münster: Aschendorff, 1982), 141: “Within the conceptual framework 
of the Q group, the Easter event is of primary significance: Jesus has been given all power 
and has been exalted as the Son of Man.”

32. See David Seeley, “Jesus’ Death in Q,” NTS 38 (1992): 222–34, esp. 226.
33. There is a similar saying in Mark 8:34, but Matthew and Luke both preserve the 

Q version and the Markan version of the saying (Q version, Matt. 10:38 par. Luke 14:27; 
Markan, Matt. 16:24 par. Luke 9:23).
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34. See Leif Vaage, Galilean Upstarts: Jesus’ First Followers according to Q (Valley Forge, 
Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1994), 94–95, who hesitates to infer a knowledge of Jesus’ 
death from this text and cites Epictetus, Diatr. 2.2.20, as an alternative influence. Vaage 
is right that the saying implies rejection for following a certain kind of lifestyle. But that 
Jesus is in view here is, in my opinion, unavoidable.

35. David Seeley, “Blessings and Boundaries: Interpretations of Jesus’ Death in Q,” 
Semeia 55 (1991): 131–46, esp. 131.

36. Q 11:48 is difficult to reconstruct, since the Matthean and Lukan versions differ 
considerably. See Robinson et al., Critical Edition of Q, 282–83.
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Hebrew Scriptures.

38. Tuckett, Q, 170.
39. Dale C. Allison Jr., The Intertextual Jesus: Scripture in Q (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trin-
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Jesus zum Christus: Christologische Studien. Festgabe für Paul Hoffmann zum 65. Geburt-
stag, ed. U. Busse and R. Hoppe (BZNW 93; Berlin and New York: de Gruyter, 1998), 
225–60.

43. See Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ, 226–33, 239–44, mainly in response to Kloppen-
borg, Excavating Q, 369–74.

44. For discussion, see Kloppenborg, Q, the Earliest Gospel, 111–20, who notes how 
closely James’s allusions to the Jesus tradition cohere with the contents of Q (ibid., 112) 
and suggests that “Q was not composed to be a source but a resource—a resource for moral 
exhortation and for the inculcation of an alternative ethos, called ‘the kingdom of God’ ” 
(ibid., 120).

45. See, e.g., Tödt, Son of Man, 231; Norman Perrin, “The Son of Man in the Synoptic 
Tradition,” BR 13 (1968): 3–25.

46. See Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 374–76.
47. Wright, “Resurrection in Q?” 90; Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ, 242–43. Wright (“Res-
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48. Robinson et al., Critical Edition of Q, 248–51.
49. Wright, “Resurrection in Q?” 94.
50. See Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea–Jonah (WBC 31; Waco, Tex.: Word, 1987), 489; Jack 

M. Sasson, Jonah: A New Translation with Introduction, Commentary, and Interpretation 
(AB 24B; New York: Doubleday, 1990), 234–35; T. A. Perry, “Cain’s Sin in Gen. 4:1-7: 
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55. One other possible allusion to Jesus’ resurrection is in the sequel to the Cross say-
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17:33, which reads: “The one who finds his life will lose it, and the one who loses his life 
will find it” (Robinson et al., Critical Edition of Q, 456–57). After the Cross saying, this 
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56. Gerhard Lohfink, Die Himmelfahrt Jesu: Untersuchungen zu den Himmelfahrts- 
und Erhohungstexten bei Lukas (SANT 26; Munich: Kösel, 1971), 58.
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the Greek “you” in Ps. 117:26b LXX is plural.
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to the meek, give lavishly to the needy, lead the exiled and enrich the hungry” (4Q521 fr. 
2.2.7–8, 12–13). Translation from Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls in 
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the death-resurrection pattern that was to become common in Christian thinking after Paul 
(Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 378–79, emphasis added).
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chumenon] from the foundation of the world will be required from this generation”) and 
Mark 14:24 (“this is my blood of the covenant which is poured out [to ekchunnomenon] 
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Chapter 5
1. Verses 19b-20 are Mark’s secondary addition to the original controversy story: see 

Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (rev. ed.; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
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Easter to Valentinus (or to the Apostles’ Creed),” JBL 101 (1982): 5–37, esp. 8.

13. For resurrection appearances as providing legitimation, see the discussion above, 
pp. 28-29. Luke makes the same connection between apostolic office and seeing the risen 
Lord Jesus (Acts 1:21-22).

14. See above, p. 28.
15. See, e.g., Gos. Phil. 55b; the Gospel of Mary. For discussion, see Mary Rose D’Angelo, 

“ ‘I Have Seen the Lord’: Mary Magdalen as Visionary, Early Christian Prophecy, and the 
Context of John 20:14-18,” in Mariam, the Magdalen, and the Mother, ed. Deidre Good 
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Preachers and Prophets through Two Millennia of Christianity, ed. B. M. Kienzle and P. J. 
Walker (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 57–96, who attributes (as others 
do) the origins of this title to Hippolytus of Rome (ibid., 58).

17. Brock, following Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, argues that the early Christian writ-
ings show the marks of a struggle over who is to be considered the primary witness of 
the resurrection, Peter or Mary Magdalene: Brock, Mary Magdalene, passim; Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Chris-
tian Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 51. However, Brock finds in Luke the same 
tendency she finds in later apocryphal writings, namely, that texts that elevate the status 
of Peter (or Mary) as resurrection witness tend also to diminish the other. To claim this 
about Luke (Brock, Mary Magdalene, 40, 68), one must demonstrate that Luke knew but 
avoided a tradition describing an appearance of the risen Jesus to Mary, which Brock does 
not do (ibid., 34, 40).

18. So, e.g., Reginald H. Fuller, The Formation of the Resurrection Narratives (New 
York: Macmillan, 1971), 112; C. F. Evans, Resurrection and the New Testament (SBT 12; 
London: SCM, 1970), 106–7; Gerd Lüdemann, The Resurrection of Jesus: History, Experi-
ence, Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 26. See also Jean-Marie Guillaume, 
Luc interprète des anciennes traditions sur la Résurrection de Jésus (EBib; Paris: Lecoffre/
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tradition” (ibid., 117).
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For discussion, see the excursus at the end of this chapter.
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appearance to Peter. As noted there, the miraculous catch of fish (Luke 5:1-11) and the 
transfiguration (Mark 9:2-10 par.), if these are to be seen as displaced resurrection appear-
ances, are possibilities.

27. Lüdemann, Resurrection of Jesus, 85–86.
28. As noted above, the silence of the narrative tradition is a puzzle.
29. Lüdemann, Resurrection of Christ, 103.
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larities with John 20:3-10. Frans Neirynck thinks Luke wrote v. 12 and that the author or 
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tament Textual Criticism and Exegesis: Festschrift J. Delobel, ed. A. Denaux (BETL 161; 
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2005), 269–99.

34. To name three: NRSV, NIV, NLT; cf. ESV. This is not only a current interpretation: 
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this classification, see D. Felton, Haunted Greece and Rome: Ghost Stories from Classical 
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Antiquity (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), 25; see also Daniel Ogden, Magic, 
Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds: A Sourcebook (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 146, who adds the category of the unmarried.

36. Aeneid 6.430–33; Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts, 148.
37. The verb translated here as “impale on a stake” (anaskopolizō) is used elsewhere by 

Lucian for the crucifixion of Jesus (Peregr. 11, 13).
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Ancient Greece (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 148–51.
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43. See also Virgil, Aen. 6.700–702.
44. Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, 220–21, 159–60. According to Johnston, 

Restless Dead, 159–60, earlier Greek sources show that ghosts, being insubstantial, would 
afflict the living through the agency of divine beings or through psychological means. 
Later texts do not restrict the dead to such indirect tactics (Ogden, Greek and Roman Nec-
romancy, 220); Gregory Riley suggests, on the basis of Virgil, Aen. 6 (which alludes, 6.702, 
to Homer, Od. 11.204–8), that by the first century “ ‘life’ in the underworld had . . . become 
far more substantial, and the dead had become correspondingly more tangible.” Gregory J. 
Riley, Resurrection Reconsidered: Thomas and John in Controversy (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1995), 53–58, citation from 55.

45. On revenants and their unclear distinction from ghosts, see Felton, Haunted Greece 
and Rome, 25–29. It is also unclear whether stories about revenants actually represent 
popular beliefs about what could happen to a dead person or were just weird or spooky 
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6:415.
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219–20.
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appearances in Luke 24 (Biblical Interpretation Series 45; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 180–81, 
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51. Robinson, “Jesus—From Easter to Valentinus,” 11–12.
52. Ibid., 13.
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physicality of the resurrection (Riley, Resurrection Reconsidered, 58–68).
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54. The immediate context of this resurrection material in Smyrnaeans 3 has the whole 
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that Luke historicized kerygmatic ideas about Jesus’ exaltation by using an assumption 
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58. See A. J. M. Wedderburn, Beyond Resurrection (London: SCM; Peabody, Mass.: 
Hendrickson, 1999), 31–32.

59. Cf. E. Earle Ellis, The Gospel of Luke (NCB; rev. ed.; London: Oliphants, 1974), 
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to uncertainty” (so BDAG, ad loc.).
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United Bible Societies, 1994), 156–58, 160–66.
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79. Ibid., 148; see also Neirynck, “Once More Lk 24,12,” ETL 70 (1994): 319–40, esp. 
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have been corrected either in v. 12 or in v. 24. Martin says that it has not been argued that 
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93. Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption, 219; Neirynck, “Anti-Docetic Interpolation?” 157.
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Docetic Interpolation?” 157.
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account of the text-critical problem of the absence of Luke 24:12 from the Western wit-
nesses, see above pp. 99-101.

14. Frans Neirynck, “John and the Synoptics: The Empty Tomb Stories,” NTS 30 
(1984): 161–87, esp. 166–67.
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to which they ministered” (ibid., 196).

21. Brown notes this was already observed by John Chrysostom, Hom. Joh. 85.5 (Gos-
pel according to John, 2:1007).
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(Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 2003), 32–33; for the layout John presumes, 
see Brown, Gospel according to John, 2:982–83.
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