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The Great                
Mars Hill 

Resurrection 
Debate  

Robert  Greg Cavin  

Michael  L icona    
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The Resurrectionist  

òSmithó 
Represents: Licona, Craig, Davis, the McGrews, Swinburne, et al.  
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The Anti - Resurrectionist  

òJonesó 
Represents: Cavin and Colombetti   
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Cavin:                    
Background on                 
the Problem of                               

the Resurrection  
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Academic Background  

ÅB.A.  in  Rel ig ion ñUSC 

ÅP r e s i d e n t  o f  T r o j a n  C h r i s t i a n  F e l l o w s h i p  a t  U S C  

ÅM e m b e r  C a m p u s  C r u s a d e  f o r  C h r i s t  

ÅM.A.  in  Theology ñFul ler  Seminary  

ÅPh.D.  in  Phi losophy ñUC I rv ine  

ÅN e l s o n  P i k e ,  B r i a n  S k y r m s ,  &  K a r e l  L a m b e r t  

ÅProfessor  o f  Phi losophy and Rel ig ious 

 Stud ies ñCypress Col lege  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Josh McDowell                            

Evidence That  Demands A Verdic t  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
John Warwick Montgomery                            

History & Chr ist ian i ty  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Wolfhart Pannenberg                            

JesusñGod and Man  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Alan Richardson                            

History ñSacred and Profane  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
George Eldon Ladd                            

I  Bel ieve in  the Resurrect ion of  Jesus  
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Pre- Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Antony Flew                                    
òMiraclesó                                                           

The Encyclopedia of  Phi losophy  
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The Resurrectionist is Guilty of                 
the Fallacy of Special Pleading  

Antony  F lew  
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The Resurrectionist is Guilty of                 
the Fallacy of Special Pleading  

Antony  F lew  

One can just as well argue: 
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But this Resurrectionist claim is false!  

The òNaturalism Fallacyó Fallacy is the fallacy of dismissing                
anti - Resurrectionist arguments on the basis of the myth that                        

these presuppose a naturalistic ideology.  

The Resurrectionist is Guilty of                 
the òNaturalism Fallacyó Fallacy 
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Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Wesley C. Salmon                            

Logic                                                   

The Foundat ions o f  Sc ient i f i c  In ference  
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Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Bayesõ Theorem 

Bayes ian Conf i rmat ion Theory  
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Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Brian Skyrms                             

Choice & Chance                                                   

Causa l  Necess i ty  
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Bayesian Influences  

 

 

 
Brian Skyrms                             

Bel ie f  is  a  Mat ter  o f  Degree                 

Rat iona l  P laus ib i l i ty  must  be Probab i l i ty  

P [p |Ch (p)=n]=n  
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Cavinõs Critique of Craig  

 

 

 
W. Lane Craig  

Assess ing  t he  New Tes tamen t  Ev idence  f o r  t he  

His to r i c i t y  o f  t he  Resu r rec t i on  o f  Jesus  

Cavinõs doctoral dissertation showed that Craigõs argument 

v i o l a t e s  t h e  b a s i c  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  
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Cavinõs Critique of Craig  

 

 

 
W. Lane Craig   

C r a i g  c h a n g e d  h i s  a r g u m e n t  i n  R e a s o n a b l e  F a i t h  b u t  
s t i l l  v i o l a t e s  t h e  c a n o n s  o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  
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Cavinõs F&P/TET Article  

 

 

 

 
 

òIs There Sufficient Historical Evidence to 

Establish the Resurrection of Jesus?ó      

showed that  the ev idence is  insuf f ic ien t !  
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Alvin Plantinga  

Preeminent Christian Philosopher                                      

Alvin Plantinga cites Cavinõs argument in his                      

Warranted Christian Belief :  
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Cavinõs Debate Opponent  

 

 

 
Michael R. Licona 

The  Resu r rec t i on  o f  Jesus                                        

A New H is to r i og raph i ca l  App roach  

I n  t h i s  7 1 8  p a g e  b o o k ,  L i c o n a  i g n o r e s  Cavinõs a r g u m e n t  b u t  

s t i l l  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e  R e s u r r e c t i o n  i s  t h e  b e s t  e x p l a n a t i o n !  
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Cavinõs Hope for the Debate  

That Licona will answer Cavinõs argument in                                   

his opening address since it is                                     

the most direct refutation ever given against                               

the claim that the Resurrection is more probable                           

than not on the historical evidence!  
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What Cavin Will Do Tonight  
 

 

 

 

 

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .   



What Cavin Will Do Tonight  
 

1. Argue that the  prior probability of a specifically supernatural  

Resurrection of Jesus by God is so astronomically low that the 

Resurrection Theory has virtually 0 plausibility  
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What Cavin Will Do Tonight  
 

1. Argue that the  prior probability of a specifically supernatural  

Resurrection of Jesus by God is so astronomically low that the 

Resurrection Theory has virtually 0 plausibility  

2. Argue that the Resurrection Theory is a dismal failure as an 

explanation of the empty tomb and postmortem appearances of 

Jesusñbeing ad hoc and almost completely devoid  of explanatory 

power and scope 
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What Cavin Will Do Tonight  
 

1. Argue that the  prior probability of a specifically supernatural  

Resurrection of Jesus by God is so astronomically low that the 

Resurrection Theory has virtually 0 plausibility  

2. Argue that the Resurrection Theory is a dismal failure as an 

explanation of the empty tomb and postmortem appearances of 

Jesusñbeing ad hoc and almost completely devoid  of explanatory 

power and scope 

3. Show that there is an alternative  theory to the Resurrection that is            

a far superior  explanation             
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 Blind guides,    
who strain at      
a gnat, and 

swallow a camel!                                
Mt.23:24  

Jesus Christ  
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The Argument 
for                              

the Resurrection:  
  Straining at Gnats 

while Swallowing 
Camels!  
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 Hey, Jones! 
Look!                   

Thereõs a gnat               
in your soup!           
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But Smith!  
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I see.              
Yeah, I see! 
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The Sixteen Deadly                       
Camels of the Resurrection  
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The Sixteen Deadly                       
Myths  of the Resurrection  
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The Skeptic is 
Required to 
Explain the 

Empty Tomb and 
Postmortem 

Appearances of 
Jesus  

Camel #1  
                  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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The Skeptic is 
Required to 
Explain the 

Empty Tomb and 
Postmortem 

Appearances of 
Jesus  

Camel #1                   

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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Liconaõs thesis 
for tonightõs 
debate isé 

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  

Given the historical evidence,             
it is more probable than not  

that Jesus rose from the dead.  

 

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



To win the debate,                
all  Cavin must show is            

that Licona has not justified  
this thesis.  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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And, to show this, it is  
not  necessary  that Cavin 

produce an alternate 
explanation of the empty 

tomb and postmortem 
appearances of Jesus.  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



However, Cavin will show 
that it is actually the 
resurrectionist  who is 
unable to produce an 

explanation of the empty 
tomb and postmortem 
appearances of Jesus!  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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That is, Cavin will show 
that the Resurrection 

theory fails  as an 
explanation of the empty 

tomb and postmortem 
appearances of Jesus!  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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Moreover, Cavin will 
suggest an alternative 

hypothesis that can more 
logically explain the empty 

tomb and postmortem 
appearances of Jesus!  

The Burdenõs-on-the -Skeptic Objection  
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The Skeptic 
falsely assumes 
that God does 

not exist ñso his 
skepticism about 
the Resurrection 

is unjustified  
 

Camel #2  
                  

The Skeptic -Assumes -Atheism Objection  
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The Skeptic 
falsely assumes 
that God does 

not exist ñso his 
skepticism about 
the Resurrection 

is unjustified  
 

Camel #2  
                  

The Skeptic -Assumes -Atheism Objection  
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The existence of God 
is a non- issue in this 

debate.  

It is, in the words of 
St. Paul:                               

òa false  stumbling -
blockó. 

Itõs a Red Herring ! 

The Skeptic -Assumes -Atheism Objection  
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I will assume ñbut 
merely for the sake of 

argumentñthat the 
traditional God of 

Western Monotheism 
actually exists and has 
been proven to exist .  

The Skeptic -Assumes -Atheism Objection  
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Resurrection 
cannot be 
caused by 

Purely Natural 
Means  

Camel #3  
                  

The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  
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Resurrection 
cannot be 
caused by 

Purely Natural 
Means  

Camel #3  
                  

The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  
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Resurrection from the 
dead by purely natural 
means has super- low 

prior probability.  

The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  
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But my hypothesis is 
that Jesus was raised 

from the dead 
supernaturally  by God!  

The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  
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In fact, resurrection by natural 
means is just a matter of 

moving around the particles of 
the corpse to positions that 
correspond to life.  Thereõs 

nothing improbable about that ñ
especially given modern   
medical nanotechology ! 

The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  
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The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  

Alcor  (of Scottsdale 
Arizona) is working on 

this even as we debate.  
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The Natural ñNot -Supernatural ñ 
Resurrection -is-Impossible Objection  

Behold, natural 
resurrection via 

the  
òChristenstein  
Machineó! 
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The skeptic 
wrongly ignores     
Godõs supernatural 

intervention by 
saying that            

the Resurrection 
has a low Prior 

Probability  

Camel #4  
                  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The skeptic 
wrongly ignores     
Godõs supernatural 

intervention by 
saying that            

the Resurrection 
has a low Prior 

Probability  

Camel #4  
                  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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You skeptics 
ignore God! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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But prior probability 
must consider Godõs 
supernatural power ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



 
 

The one hundred billion 
people whoõve died and 
stayed dead prove only 
that apart from Godõs 

supernatural  intervention 
the dead donõt rise .  

 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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However, if God wanted 
to raise Jesus, then the 

Resurrection becomes 
100% probable !   

 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Consider an analogy: 
Floating above             

the water in your  
swimming pool! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The Divine Interference Objection  
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You skeptics would  
dismiss this as having          

extremely low                     
prior probability!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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But all bets are off 
if  some external 

agent  lifts  you out of 
the water!   

The Divine Interference Objection  

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



.  

 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Likewise, you cannot say 
the Resurrection has a       

low prior probability        
since doing so ignores             

the activity of an external 
agentñnamely, God! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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You employ a far too  
simplistic  manner              

of determining                 
prior probability!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Whatõs more, God is a 
free agent  and so      
itõs difficult  to know             

a priori what he would 
will  to do!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Because of this, weõre 
forced to say that the 
prior probability of the 
Resurrection is simply 

inscrutable .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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To justify your skepticism, 
youõll need to provide                 

the background  knowledge 
required  to show that itõs 
antecedently unlikely that              
God would want  to raise               
Jesus from the dead.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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No problem!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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I agree that God is                
all - powerful ,            

all - knowing, and 
perfectly good        

and that He can 
supernaturally 

intervene in the 
world in any way              

He wants ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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God made the laws 
discovered by science, 

so theyõre in His 
powerñnot vice versa ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Then how can you say  
the prior probability 

that God would 
supernaturally raise 

Jesus from the dead is 
astronomically low?  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Simple! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Possibility is not  
probability!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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òIfó does not  
mean òdoesó! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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If  God wills           
that I turn into              
a gigantic green  
cucumberé  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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éthen Iõll turn   
into a gigantic 

green cucumber.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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But itõs hardly 
probable  that God 

would will this!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The fact that God      
can supernaturally 
intervene doesnõt 

make it in the least 
likely that He does.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Letõs return to             
the swimming              
pool analogy.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Itõs not unlikely  for me 
to float in my swimming 

pool supported by                   
the water.  

 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Jones Floating in the Pool                                 
being supported by the Water:                      

Possibleñand Very Likely  
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But, even though itõs 
possible, itõs not very 
likely that someoneõs 

going to lift me out of 
the water so that I 
òfloató above it. 

 

 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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.  

 

Jones òfloatingó above the Water in the Pool 
being supported by Smith:                             

Possibleñbut not Very Likely  
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Indeed, observation 
shows that the frequency  
of external agents lifting 

me out of the water is 
very low .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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 Not to say, of course, 
that probability can or 

should be based on 
frequency ! 

ɀ  ̓͂ɔɏɜɞɘŰɞ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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And, while it is   
scientifically possible,          
itõs astronomically unlikely 

for me to òfloató above  
the water with             

no physical support .  

The Divine Interference Objection  

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



Jones floating above the Water in the Pool 
with no Physical Support:                    

Possibleñbut Astronomically Unlikely  
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And Probability Theory 
shows that its even less 
likely for me to òfloató 
above the water being 
òsupportedó by God! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Jones floating above the Water in the Pool 
being òsupportedó by God:                    

Possibleñbut even more Unlikely!  
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Itõs a blatant straw man to              
saddle me with the view that               

the antecedent probability                 
of what God wills  must be 

determined a priori .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Your fallacy  is to ignore  
the evidence of           

Godõs self- revelation in 
Nature ñseen a posteriori 

in everyday experience 
and science.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Natural Theology yields Low Prior Probability  

To see why 
supernatural  

intervention  by God               
is antecedently 

improbable,                    
we must consider                            
Natural Theology ,                            
and, specifically,                                
the Via Negativa .  
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St. Augustine of 
Hippo said...  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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St. Augustine of Hippo                                 
Civitate  Dei, XXI, 8  

Godõs Self- Revelation in Nature  

Dei Voluntas     

Rerum Natural  

Est!  
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St. Augustine of Hippo                                 
Civitate  Dei, XXI, 8  

Godõs Self- Revelation in Nature  

Nature is          
the Will of  

God! 
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And Moses Maimonides 
added that we learn 
about God through           
the Via Negativa ,                

a.k.a.,                               
the Way of Negation .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Moses Maimonides                                 
Guide for the Perplexed  

Natural Theology and the Via Negativa  

We can learn about 
God by seeing what 

He is not ! 
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The Natural Theology/Via Negativa  of 
Supernatural Intervention  

Godõs self-
revelation in Nature 
shows that He has 

an exceptionally 
strong tendency not 

to supernaturally 
intervene                             

in natural affairs!  
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The Natural Theology/Via Negativa  of 
Supernatural Intervention  

Indeed, God reveals 
in everyday  

experience and 
science that                       

He possesses an 
exceptionally strong 

tendency not  to 
supernaturally raise 

the dead ! 
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The Natural Theology/Via Negativa  of 
Supernatural Intervention  

Since whatever God 
wills to happen must 

happen, it follows that 
the antecedent 

probability that God 
would will  Jesus to 

rise from the dead is 
astronomically low .  
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And, since God is 
omnibenevolent ,                  

it follows that He 
must have the best 

of reasons for               
not willing to 

supernaturally raise 
Jesus from the dead!  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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This enables us to 
formulate the 

following                 
Anti - Resurrection 
Prior Probability 

Argument .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The Astronomically Low Prior Probability of a 
Specifically Supernatural  Resurrection of Jesus by God  

The Anti - Resurrection Prior Probability Statistical Syllogism  

1. 99.999é999% of the dead are not     
supernaturally  interfered with by God, and,     
thus, not  raised by Him.  

2. Jesus was dead.  

 

3. Jesus was not  supernaturally  interfered with             
by God, and, thus, not  raised by Him.  

[Virtually Certain]  

Prob[j is not - S |  99.999é999% of Ds are not- Ss & j is D] = 0.999é 

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



This is an instance of 
a standard ñand one of 
the most widely used ñ
argument patterns of  

Inductive Logic:                   
Statistical Syllogism .  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The Astronomically Low Prior Probability of a 
Specifically Supernatural  Resurrection of Jesus by God  

1. X% of Fs are Gs.  

2. a is F.  
 

3. a is G.  
[X% Probable]  

The Statistical Syllogism  

Prob[a is G | X% of Fs are Gs & a is F] = 0.X  
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 Itõs not an appeal to 
observational - relative   

frequencies !  

ɀ  ̓͂ɔɏɜɞɘŰɞ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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 Iõll return to 
these later on.  

The Divine Interference Objection  
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Itõs thus clear that 
the prior  probability 

of a specifically 
supernatural  

Resurrection of Jesus 
by God is 

astronomically low ! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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You canõt accuse me, as 
you do Hume, of employing 
òa far too simplistic  

manner of determining 
probabilityó since my 

argument is predicated on 
the existence of an 

external supernatural 
agent, namely, God! 

The Divine Interference Objection  
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The Divine Interference Objection  

David Hume                       
1711 - 1776  

My argument isnõt Humean:  
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The Divine Interference Objection  

David Hume                       
1711 - 1776  

My argument isnõt Humean:  
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 It is easier for a 
camel to pass 

through the eye of 
a needle than it is 

for a dead man   
to rise!  

Jesus Christ  
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The 
Resurrection 
Theory is the 

best explanation 
of the Empty 

Tomb and 
Postmortem 

Appearances of 
Jesus  

Camel #4  
                  

Camel #5  
                  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Camel #4  
                  

Camel #5  
                  

The Best Explanation Objection  

The 
Resurrection 
Theory is the 

best explanation 
of the Empty 

Tomb and 
Postmortem 

Appearances of 
Jesus  
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There are four 
major problems 

here!  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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First, as defined by 
Licona,                                 

the Resurrection Theory                              
becomes a                   

Viciously Circular  
òExplanationó!  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Suppose we ask:  

  Why  did individuals and 
groups, both friends and 

foes, experience appearances 
in objective visions or              
within ordinary vision                       
of Jesus in his bodily                  

raised corpse?  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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And suppose                 
we are toldé 

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Thatõs simple!  

I explain the fact that  

these people experienced 
these appearances of Jesus  

by means of                    
the Resurrection Hypothesis 
ñwhich I hereby explicitly 
define as the hypothesis 

that  

these people experienced 
these appearances of Jesus !   

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Weõd flatly reject 
this as                 

a viciously circular  
òexplanationó! 

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Yet Licona gives 
this exact 
óexplanationó             
in his book!  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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Licona defines the Resurrection Theory in terms of 
the postmortem appearances of Jesus                    

ñthus rendering it a viciously circular explanation!  

I herein define the resurrection 
hypothesis as follows:  

Following a supernatural event 
of an indeterminate nature and 

cause, Jesus appeared to a 
number of people, in individual 

and group settings and to 
friends and foes, in no less than 
an objective vision and perhaps 

within ordinary vision in his 
bodily raised corpse.  

(TROJ:  582-583) 
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The moral, of course,                
is that it is illogical                       

to define                   
the Resurrection 

Hypothesis                            
in terms of                     

the historical facts that 
it needs to explain ! 

The Best Explanation Objection  
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This leads to the 
second problem for 

the Resurrection 
Theory!  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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When it is no longer 
defined as               

a circular explanation, 
the Resurrection 

Hypothesis                       
lacks both                  

explanatory scope               
and                          

explanatory power ! 

The Best Explanation Objection  
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To see this, 
consider...  

The Best Explanation Objection  
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The Parable             
  of  

      Mr.Jones  
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Suppose...  
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Jonesõ house is found empty by  
Peter, John, and the two Marys .  
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But           
later that 

ccmorning...  
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Jones is seen by the two Marys .  
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And           
later that 

day...  
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Jones is seen at the club by his employees.  
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And             
three years 

dlater ...  
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Jones is seen up in the clouds skydiving.  
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So now                   
suppose we           

ask...  
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Why  was Jonesõ 
house found 

empty? 
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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n 
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And we         
aare  told...         

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



Thatõs simple!  
Itõs because 

Jones woke up ! 
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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nnn 
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Weõd all say... 
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Sure, Jones had 
to wake up.             
But thatõs           

no explanation   
of why his house 
was found empty!   
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To explain  that 
weõd need to 
suppose that 

Jones left his 
house! 
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Suppose we           
cnow ask...  
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Why  was Jones 
seen by                

the two Marys ? 
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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nnn 
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and are                    
stold ...         
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Thatõs easy!  
Itõs because 

Jones woke up ! 
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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nnn 
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Weõd all say... 
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Thatõs a  
lame 

explanation ! 
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To explain  why 
Jones was seen 

by the two Marys  
weõd have to 
suppose he 

encountered  
them ! 
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Suppose we           
cnow ask...  
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Why  was Jones 
seen by                

his employees? 
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and are given            
cthe  answer...         
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Thatõs a snap!  
Itõs because      

Jones woke up ! 
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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Weõd all say... 
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Thatõs a           

bogus 
explanation!    
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To explain that 
weõd have to 
assume that    

Jones 
encountered his 

employees at            
the club ! 

©  2 0 1 3  R o b e r t  G r e g  C a v i n  a n d  C a r l o s  A .  C o l o m b e t t i .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .  



Suppose we           
cnow ask...  
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Why  was Jones 
seen skydiving 

three years 
later? 

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
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