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 Clara Barton, the founder of the American Red Cross said, “I have an almost 

complete disregard of precedent and a faith in the possibility of something better.  It 

irritates me to be told how things always have been done…I defy the tyranny of 

precedent.  I cannot afford the luxury of a closed mind.  I go for anything new that might 

improve the past.”
1
  General skepticism abounds today.   This skepticism is especially 

evident regarding the resurrection of Jesus.  The claims of a once dead man living again 

does not co-exist with reality to most.  To those who follow other religions, the 

resurrection of Jesus is a challenge to their own faith.  If Jesus really did rise from the 

dead, it would prove the supremacy of Christ and His message of being Lord over all.  

But since the life, crucifixion, and burial of Jesus are considered historically reliable,
2
 

must not the critics, both secular and religious, dismiss the empty tomb and credit the rise 

of Christianity in the Middle East only to the fervent preaching of the early Christians?  A 

popular claim today is that the disciples were confused or possibly even hallucinating.  

Using the New Testament as a reliable source of information about the life of Jesus, it 

can be shown that the disciples did not hallucinate but accurately beheld the physically 

resurrected Christ.   

 Atheist and New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman says the best information we 

have on the historical Jesus is in the gospels.  Pagan writers and Jewish historians like 

Josephus give us knowledge that Jesus lived, but not enough information to have a full 

accurate picture of His life.
3
   Since the gospels are considered to be the starting and 

ending point for understanding the resurrection, can the gospels be trusted to portray an 

accurate portrait of Jesus?  According to Bart Ehrman, “The Gospels of the New 
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Testament contain stories…that may contain truths, at least in the minds of those who 

told them, but that are not historically accurate.”
4
   Other New Testament scholars do not 

see the gospels the way Ehrman does.  One of them is Dr. Bruce Metzger from Princeton 

who actually taught Ehrman in seminary before he turned atheist.  Dr. Metzger said 

because of the reliability of the gospels preserved through the centuries, “it has increased 

the basis of my personal faith to see the firmness with which these materials have come 

down to us, with a multiplicity of copies, some of which are very, very ancient.”
5
 For one 

man, Ehrman, scholarship turned him away from Christ, but for others like Metzger (who 

has double the life experience of Ehrman), said scholarship has in no way diluted his faith 

in Christ but has in fact built it!
6
 

 What makes the New Testament so special?  The New Testament has more 

ancient manuscripts than any other book of antiquity.  Plus, the New Testament has more 

manuscripts closest to original date of composition than any other ancient work.
7
   New 

Testament scholar F.F. Bruce said, “The evidence for our New Testament writings is ever 

so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity 

of which no one dreams of questioning.”
8
   Former British Museum librarian and 

authority on ancient manuscripts wrote shortly before his death:  “Both the authenticity 

and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally 

established.”
9
   The gospels written down by the followers of Jesus as seen by other 

scholars show the common man that the New Testament cannot be easily dismissed.  
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 Because the gospels are reported by experts as reliable, what is one to do with 

the resurrection?  Because the gospels cannot be dismissed, both skeptics and many 

religious alike use the gospels against the claims of Christ to say, “Yes, Jesus was 

believed to have risen like the Bible says.  But that is only because the disciples and the 

women were confused or hallucinating.”  Where did this attack on the gospels come 

from?   

 In 1906, Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965), a German missionary and theologian 

published a book called Quest of the Historical Jesus.  Though Schweitzer was not the 

first to question the texts of scripture, Schweitzer explored the lives of more than 200 

academic Jesus-searchers to probe if the Jesus of the Bible was really the Jesus that lived.   

Because of the popularity of his work, many people were influenced to believe that the 

“historical Jesus” was a radically different figure than that of the gospels.   It was 

Schweitzer and others before him such as Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768) that  

influenced Robert Funk of the Jesus Seminar.
10

     

 In 1948 Albert Schweitzer published his book, “The Psychiatric Study of Jesus” 

in which he said “Jesus should be carefully examined from the psychiatric and critical 

point of view.”
11

   And, Jesus’ teachings “picture a personality with clearly revealed 

morbid traits.”
12

   Believing He was the Messiah, judge of mankind, talking to 

the fig bush, anger in the temple, seclusion, etc., all point to depression, hearing voices, 

and hallucinations according to Schweitzer.
13

   Although in 1835 David Strauss first 
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mentioned the idea of the disciples having hallucinations in regards to the resurrection,
14

 

it was the popularity of Schweitzer and his writings that changed modern theology. 

 According to resurrection expert Gary Habermas, the hallucination theory has 

again regained momentum.  Why?  Habermas thinks with the failed attempts of the 

swoon, stolen body, and Passover plot theories, an answer based in psychology is now in 

vogue.
15

    Today, men like Gerd Ludenmann, Jack Kent, and Michael Gourder have 

written about the resurrection to again popularize the Hallucination theory.  Ludenmann 

believes the whole church after Jesus’ resurrection was in a mass ecstasy.  Kent  believes 

the hallucinations were just in Paul and James and calls them conversion disorders and 

psychiatric maladies.  Michael Gourder is in the middle on this theory believing half of 

the disciples suffered from stress, guilt and self-doubt convincing themselves they saw 

the Lord.
16

   Therefore in general, the hallucination theory has as its’ core that all of 

Christ’s post-resurrection appearances were only supposed appearances.
17

   

 What does hallucination mean?  And, does it make sense that the disciples 

would suffer from this problem?  The word hallucination did not become a medical term 

until the 19th century, and from the Latin it means “a wandering of the mind.”  From the 

varied definitions given by psychologists, the word generally is associated with “an 

apparent act of vision for which there is no corresponding external object.”
18

   

Hallucinations are not common, and for the most part happen to those suffering from 

mental illness.  So, to say all eleven of the disciples, as well as the 500 that saw Him after 
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His death all had hallucinations, is supporting an idea that doesn’t happen among healthy 

diverse adults all at once.
19

    

 Also, hallucinations are primarily personal subjective events.  Psychologist Dr. 

Gary Collins said:  

Hallucinations are individual occurrences.  By their very nature only one person 

can see a given hallucination at a time.  They certainly aren’t something which 

can be seen by a group of people.  Neither is it possible that person could 

somehow induce an hallucination in somebody else.  Since an hallucination exists 

only in this subjective personal sense, it is obvious that others cannot witness it.
20

 

 

In addition, having 500 plus people all sustaining the same subjective event at once that  

carried them through the years ahead would be probably a greater miracle than the 

resurrection itself.
21

  

 Despite the miracle it would take to make a mass hallucination, people still raise 

the objection that other religions have deceived their followers with some kind of 

illusion, so why couldn’t the followers of Jesus been deceived?  A modern day example 

would be the often claimed appearances of Mary the mother of Jesus.  People from all 

over the world flock to see an appearance of Mary.  A major difference between the 

resurrection of Jesus and the example of people going to see a supernatural appearance of 

Mary is that religious people are already mentally and emotionally stirred up wanting to 

see a sign. The pilgrims are on the journey to see a miracle are hopeful and coming with a 

positive attitude.  It is true they are susceptible to seeing something they have not seen 

before.  

  The events surrounding the resurrection, however, are different than a modern 

day example of an appearance of Mary.  First of all, the disciples were not expecting the 
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resurrection of Jesus.  Peter rebuked Jesus for saying He was going to die, and any clear 

picture from the gospels that the disciples hoped for a resurrection on Sunday is absent.  

Jesus prepared His disciples for His death and resurrection (Mark 8:31, 10:33) many 

times, but still the women showed up at the tomb on Sunday to anoint the body (Luke 

24:1).  And, when the women reported back that the tomb was empty, there was not 

expectation but hesitancy and disbelief (Luke 24:10-11).  Why was this so? 

 Gerald O’Collins, former research fellow at Pembroke College in Cambridge 

said, “Within the context of late Jewish apocalyptic thought, to claim the resurrection of a 

single individual before the end of the world was to introduce a quite new 

element…Neither the disciples nor anyone else expected the resurrection of one person 

alone…the primitive Christian news about the eschatological resurrection of Jesus…is 

considered from the point of view of the history of religions, something new.”
22

   

Understanding this backdrop of Jewish thought makes the startling ignorance of the 

disciples understandable.  With this brief historical context, how can Gerd Ludenmann 

say the disciples were in mass ecstasy waiting for the resurrection when the resurrection 

of Jesus wasn’t even conceivable in the minds of the disciples?    

 Similarly, because of the death of Jesus, the disciples were crushed.  Their hope 

of Jesus restoring the Kingdom to earth was gone (Acts 1:6).  All the years of ministry 

and friendship with their Master was taken away by the crucifixion.  Words like hope, 

joy, and expectation were not on the minds of the disciples.  There was no excitement and 

fervent imagination for the return of Jesus.  Therefore, to say the disciples had visions or 

hallucinations because of the mental enthusiasm to see Jesus again, does not fit the  
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storyline of events.
23

  

 In regards to Jack Kent’s view on the hallucinations only applying to James and 

Paul, it is awkward to think of a chain-reaction approach to the resurrection.  The early 

followers of Christ saw Jesus first in the upper room and on the road to Emmaus.  If the 

hallucinations of the first disciples affected everyone else like a chain reaction, how can 

the conversion of the Apostle Paul be explained since his conversion was three years after 

the death and resurrection of Christ.  Not only was Paul converted three years after the 

ascension of Christ, but Paul said in Galatians 1 that he was taught personally by Christ 

for three years in the desert.  If the chain reaction of hallucinations is correct, they were 

still going on continually for six years.
24

  

 The most devastating blow to the Hallucination Theory is the birth of 

Christianity in the town in which Jesus died.  After the crucifixion and burial of Jesus, the 

disciples did not leave Jerusalem and head to India to start their own religion.  Nor did 

the disciples stay in Jerusalem, keep to themselves and go public only later after all the 

Pharisees who knew Jesus had died.  Christianity not only started in Jerusalem, but 

started with street preaching, signs and miracles.  The purpose of the crucifixion was to 

kill Jesus and destroy His movement forever.  If Jesus’ body was still in the grave, all the 

Jews had to do was pull Jesus’ body out of the tomb, parade the body before all of 

Jerusalem, and the enthusiastic (hallucinating) disciples would have been finished once 

and for all.  But that is not how history records the events of Christianity. 

 In Acts 2:32, the Apostle Peter spoke out loud in the streets of Jerusalem, “God 

has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.”  Did the crowd say, 
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“What are you crazy?!  Let’s go the grave and see the stone rolled in front of the tomb.  

And perhaps the guard will let us in to see the body.”  No, the crowd had a very different 

response:  “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and 

the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’  Peter replied, ‘Repent and be 

baptized…’” (Acts 2:37-38a).   

 Some could say that the initial crowd that Peter preached to was also deceived 

or hallucinating because of all the hype and stress over the last two months.  But the 

disciples did not street preach only once and then take off to a distant country.  They 

continued to preach the message of the risen Christ all around Jerusalem.  Shortly after  

the first message to the crowd on the holiday of Pentecost, Peter again speaks up, but not 

in an alley or a home Bible study, but right in the center of Jewish life and religion at 

Solomon’s Colonnade (Acts 3:11).  What was Peter’s message?  “You killed the author 

of Life, but God raised him from the dead.  We are witnesses of this” (Acts 3:15).  Again, 

the crowd and the religious authorities did not say, “Men, you have gone mad.  The body 

is right down the road, buried in Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb.”  Instead, the response to 

Peter’s message was:  “But many who heard the message believed, and the number of 

men grew to about five thousand” (Acts 4:4).  Again, some might say, “Maybe the Jewish 

people were ignorant and just confused about all that took place.”  But could five 

thousand dedicated Jews, the disciples, and the Pharisees and Jewish council--the very 

same men who put Jesus to death just two months earlier--be deceived or hallucinate?   

 In Acts 4:5-8, Peter spoke to the very same men who crucified Jesus.  It was no 

longer Peter or Jesus who was on trial, but the Jewish council.  What would they do with 

the boldness of Peter preaching the resurrection of Jesus?  For Peter said to them: “It is 
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by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from 

the dead…” (Acts 4:10).  Did Annas the high priest say, “You fool!  Don’t you know we 

killed him and he’s still dead!” No, Annas said nothing of the sort.  Instead the Jewish 

council came together and ordered the disciples not to speak or teach at all in the name of 

Jesus (Acts 4:17).  What else could they say?  Jesus’ tomb was empty.   

 If the Hallucination Theory is correct, the tomb of Jesus was still occupied.  

Given that the New Testament is the best evidence both the Christian and the skeptic 

have to understand the resurrection, the evidence clearly shows the tomb was empty, and 

that the Christian faith exploded and spread throughout Israel precisely because everyone 

knew the tomb was empty, not occupied.  Were the disciples confused and hallucinating?  

The disciples accurately reported the tomb empty without any rebuttal from the Jews, and 

soon later gave their life for this true claim that no could refute. (Acts 7-8).   
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