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 The Evidence for the Empty Tomb 

John 20:1-20 
Introduction 
There is a story that is told of a young communist fanatic, at the height of the 
Communist Revolution, walking through Red Square in Moscow, singing a 
Russian pop song - “Lenin lives in my Heart.” 
Someone stopped him and asked, “Do you believe what you are singing?” 
His answer was, “How can I?” as he pointed to the Mausoleum, 
“Behind that wall is Lenin’s Tomb - But it’s not an empty tomb!” 
  
How different it is for the Christian... 
In the Garden of Gethsemane, just outside Jerusalem’s walls, there is a tomb, cut 
out of a rock, and it is believed to be the tomb in which Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus laid Jesus’ body to rest. (See John 19:38-42) 
 
But he didn’t stay there.... Three days later that tomb was an empty tomb! 
Jesus had risen from the dead. He’d come back to life again. Just as he said!  
  
And that fact makes all the difference for the Christian. We sing about it:- 
 “Jesus Christ is alive today, I know, I know it’s true!” 
 “We serve a risen Saviour, He’s in the world today... 
 ... You ask me how I know he lives.... 
 ... He lives within my heart!” 
  
This morning I want us to think about The Evidence for the Empty Tomb. 
  
A. What difference does it make? 
  
1. It shows that the cross-work of Christ has been accepted by God. 
Acts 2:31-33 - The gist of Peter’s sermon was that God had raised Jesus from the 
dead, returned him to heaven, and the evidence for that was the out-pouring of the 
Holy Spirit (cf. John 16:5-8). 
 
So the Resurrection is proof that the Cross has been accepted by God,  
and Pentecost is proof that Jesus is now back in heaven.  
Therefore the work of Salvation is complete! 
 
There is a way back to God! If Jesus had never been raised, we’d never have 
known for sure. The Empty Tomb is the evidence that the Cross worked! 
  
2. It shows that Jesus truly was the Son of God. 
Paul brings this out for us in Romans 1:1-4. This is why for Paul the resurrection 
was very much part of His Gospel - 2 Timothy 2:8.  

It proves that Jesus is who he said he was - The Son of God. That has been 
demonstrated powerfully by the fact that he has been raised from the dead. Only 
God could have done it. And God would not have done it, if Jesus of Nazareth had 
only been an imposter claiming to be God. 
  
So if this is true, then all his claims are true.  
So e.g. John 5:24-27 is, and will be, true! 
  
3. It means that Jesus is alive today to be our Saviour. 
He is alive and will become the Saviour of every individual who will put their faith 
and trust in Him. 
 
It’s not some dead religion we are called to follow. It is a living relationship with 
Christ - A Risen Saviour and a Living Lord. You can know and experience him for 
yourself in your life today, because He’s alive! 
  
B. What difference did it make for the 3 people who first saw him alive? 
 
 1. Mary   2. Peter   3. John. 
  
Let’s look at the account in John ch.20, and notice how slowly and gradually the 
significance of what had just happened dawned on them, as they pieced together 
the evidence they found in the empty tomb. Because it was only as they examined 
the evidence closely that they became convinced that Jesus was alive. 
  
Some people look at the resurrection from a distance with their own preconceived 
ideas, and refuse to accept or believe it.  
 
But some years ago a Lawyer set out to disprove that the resurrection of Jesus 
had ever taken place. But as he looked closely at the evidence, his mind did a 
complete U-turn and he ended up writing a book to prove the exact opposite - the 
facts that showed the resurrection had indeed taken place.  
All the evidence was there to convince a Lawyer. It was 1930. His name was 
Frank Morison. The Book he wrote was called, “Who moved the Stone?”  
And he called the first chapter, “The Book that refused to be written!” 
 
Barrister Steve Wright also investigated the Resurrection as a Law Student at 
Queens and came to the same conclusion.  All the weight of evidence for the 
bodily Resurrection of Jesus does stand up to scrutiny in a Court of Law. 
 
This just goes to show that if we look at the resurrection accounts closely, and 
examine the evidence so clearly recorded for us, with an open mind, then you 
have to believe that it did in fact take place. You have to believe it! 



And if it’s true that Jesus is alive, then each one of us has to face that fact head 
on, stop running from God, and honestly face up to his claims upon our lives to 
have the right to be our Lord, and that He is the only one who is able to be our 
Saviour. 
  
It was only as Peter, Mary and John examined the tomb closely that they came to 
believe that Jesus was alive! 
  
C. THE FIVE PIECES OF EVIDENCE: 
  
(v.1) Mary only saw the stone rolled away. 
  
 Her conclusion:- Someone has stolen the body (v.2). 
 At this stage she had no thoughts at all of a miraculous resurrection. 
 She wasn’t expecting it! Someone had got in and stolen the body! 
  
(v.5) John next at the tomb only saw the linen cloths. 
  
 But fear, or respect, kept him at first from looking closer. 
 
What he saw in the shadows of the tomb were the cloths lying like empty egg-
shells, as if a body had passed up through them. These would have been strips of 
linen that had been tightly wound around Jesus to mummify his body. 
  
(v.6) Peter rushed straight in and saw the linen cloths plus the burial cloth. 
 
This burial cloth, or head-cloth, had been around Jesus’ head in the tomb. 
But Peter notices that it is now sitting separately and it’s folded neatly. (v.7) 
  
This was an important piece of evidence. The linen cloths were lying as if 
someone had passed up through them, like an empty shell.  
But then Jesus would have taken off the head cloth and folded it neatly and set it 
down by itself. So this was done by someone who was alive from the dead, 
walking about inside the tomb!  
 
N.B. No grave-robber would have taken the time to fold the head-cloth neatly and 
set it down again. In fact, if all they’d been interested in was stealing the body, 
they would have taken it fully clothed! They wouldn’t have taken the time to 
unravel the cloths on a dead body! 
  
(v.8) It’s at this point that we read that John, our writer, goes in, and he tells us 
that “he saw and believed.” 
 
He wasn’t believing on the basis of something he had read… 

He wasn’t believing on the basis of something someone had said… 
He had seen for himself and he believed the evidence of the empty tomb. 
 
This made him an eye-witness of the resurrection! 
  
(v.9) But he tells us that the disciples, including himself, had not yet grasped the 
Scriptures which foretold the resurrection of the Messiah.  
 

(e.g. Psalm 16:10). 
Or indeed Jesus own words in John 10:17-18. 
 

They believed on the basis of the evidence they had seen with their own eyes 
- and then they went home. 
  
But what about Mary? 
 
(v.11)  She’s still standing outside the tomb - weeping.  

She hasn’t looked in yet, at all. 
 She has only seen the stone rolled away so far.  

She hasn’t seen the other pieces of evidence yet. 
  
Peter and John had not only seen the stone rolled away, but also the linen cloths 
and the head-cloth folded neatly and separate from the rest.  
And then they believed. 
  
But now Mary is given the privilege of gleaning some more evidence:- 
 
(v.12) Two angels sitting where Jesus had lain. 
  
(v.13) N.B. She still believes the body has been stolen. It hasn’t sunk in yet. 
  
(v.14) Mary sees Jesus himself before her very eyes. 
  

(But she didn’t know who he was! If you were making up the story you 
wouldn’t have included that bit. It doesn’t help to convince you it’s Jesus!) 

  
(v.15) Jesus speaks to her. 
  

(But still she believes the body has been physically taken away by men.) 
  
(v.16) Is the Climax of the story!  Jesus speaks her name - “Mary!” 
  
John 10:3 “He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” 
 - This is the Good Shepherd!   She recognises his voice. 



John 10:27 “My sheep listen to my voice, I know them, and they follow me.” 
  
John 10:14 “I am the Good Shepherd,  

I know my sheep, and my sheep know me.” 
 

- Mary recognises Jesus, and she must have thrown herself at his feet. 
 

But in v.17 Jesus says, “Do not hold on to me.” 
 - I’ve risen, but I’m not yet ascended. 
“I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” 
  
This is new language! Christ’s death, burial and resurrection have made it possible 
for us to say to God: You’re “My God” and “My Father”!  

It’s now possible for us to have a living personal relationship with God! 
Very soon Thomas will say of Him: ‘My Lord and My God’  (v.28) 
  
But only true believers in Christ can know God this way (Romans 8:14-17)  
The question is, do you know God like this - personally? As your Father? 
  
(v.18) Mary was convinced!!  
 
 She believes because she has met the risen Lord for herself. 
 
 * The Empty Tomb wasn’t enough - it’s there for all to see! 
 * The Evidence wasn’t enough - the Bible records it for all to read! 
 * The Encounter for herself with Christ made all the difference!  
 
That’s what you need! Have you met Him? Do you know Jesus for yourself? 
 
 He died to deal with your sins once and for all. 
 He’s alive to be your Saviour, if only you’ll ask him. 

He rose again so that you and I could know Him as the  
Living God – as Lord and Saviour of our lives. 

  
Conclusion: Read John 5:24-29.  
 
Because He has been raised from the dead - all of us will be raised one day.  
 
But will you be saved and go to Heaven? or will you be judged and go to Hell? 
  
What will decide it, is your personal relationship with Christ: 
 

- Have you met Jesus for yourself? 
 - Put your Trust in Jesus today, and make this a very Speical Easter! 


