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The Empty Tomb                  Pastor Tom 
John 20:1-18                               April 4, 2021 

 
 It’s my last Sunday with you until August.  I first want to say thank you to our church leadership and you as a 

church family for allowing me to take this sabbatical.  I thank you for your generosity.  I thank all those who will be helping 

out to cover for my position in my absence.  So thank you in advance to the staff and our Elders.  Thank you to our deacons 

who look after the church operationally.  Thank you to all of you who continue to participate in this body of believers.  

Without you, there is no church body.  So thank you all.  I also want to thank my family for their patience and bearing with 

me leading up to this sabbatical.  As I’ve said before, they often get me at my worst or most tired.  So it will be nice to 

hopefully give them some of my best over these next days.  I especially want to thank my wife Lori for her support and 

patience through every year of ministry.  She bears the ministry as I do in different and unseen ways.  She prays for you 

and cares about your wellbeing.  We would appreciate your prayers for a refreshing and renewing time away.   

 But today is not about me.  In fact every Sunday is not about me.  It is about our Triune God, Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  Specifically today, we have another opportunity to focus on the resurrection of Jesus.  Sometimes we need 

reminders of the foundations that hold up our faith and lives.  This gives courage and hope for the days ahead.  I pray that 

God will use this reminder today to give you strength to keep going and growing in Him through these next months and 

beyond.  So we will look at one of the resurrection accounts from the Bible to do this.  Please find John 20.  We’re going 

to discover evidence that supports Jesus’ physical resurrection.  Then we will think about what difference the resurrection 

of Christ makes in our lives today.  

 
John 20:1-18 (ESV)  
 
20 Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was still dark, and saw that the 
stone had been taken away from the tomb. 2 So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom 
Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid 
him.” 3 So Peter went out with the other disciple, and they were going toward the tomb. 4 Both of them were running 
together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5 And stooping to look in, he saw the linen 
cloths lying there, but he did not go in. 6 Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the 
linen cloths lying there, 7 and the face cloth, which had been on Jesus'[a] head, not lying with the linen cloths but folded 
up in a place by itself. 8 Then the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and 
believed; 9 for as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 10 Then the disciples went 
back to their homes. 
 

11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb, and as she wept she stooped to look into the tomb. 12 And she saw two 

angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had lain, one at the head and one at the feet. 13 They said to her, “Woman, 
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why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid 

him.” 14 Having said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus said 

to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you seeking?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, 

if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She 

turned and said to him in Aramaic,[b] “Rabboni!” (which means Teacher). 17 Jesus said to her, “Do not cling to me, for I have 

not yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, 

to my God and your God.’” 18 Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”—and that he 

had said these things to her. 

 3 people take center stage in this account.  First is Mary Magdalene.  She came from a village called Magdala.  The 

Gospel of Luke reveals that she once had 7 demons that Jesus released her from.  John, the gospel writer, mentions that 

she was at the cross with Jesus’ mother and some other women.  We also learn from Matthew that she with other woman 

witnessed where Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea buried Jesus’ body.  She plays a central role in this account.   

 Next is Simon Peter, perhaps the most famous of Jesus’ disciples.  He confessed Jesus as the Christ.  He followed 

Jesus with enthusiasm and became a leader among the 12.  He declared a willingness to die with Jesus at the Last Supper.  

But then he denied that he knew Jesus 3 times after Jesus’ arrest.   

 The third character is called “the other disciple”; the one Jesus loved.  Though not named, most believe this was 

actually John, the writer of the Gospel.   He was one of the inner circle of three disciples along with his brother James and 

Peter.  So we have Mary of Magdala, known as Mary Magdalene, Simon Peter, and John, the author also known as the 

other disciple.  So with these 3 in mind, let’s plunge in.   

 John tells us that on the first day of the week while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb.  He 

doesn’t tell us why.  But the other gospel accounts reveal the women wanted to anoint Jesus’ body with more spices.  She 

was not alone.  The other gospel accounts tell us Mary and other women came to the tomb.  In verse 2, Mary will describe 

the discovery about the tomb with the phrase “WE - do not know where they have laid him.”  But John chooses to focus 

solely on her in his account.   

 She approaches the tomb and sees the stone that covered the entranceway moved away from the tomb.  This 

reminds us that Jesus’ body was not buried in the ground.  They laid it in a carved out tomb from the rock face.  We will 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+20%3A1-18&version=ESV#fen-ESV-26872b


 3 

soon see that it was big enough for several people to go inside.  The stone covering the tomb’s entrance was likely a 

rounded large stone.  It would be rolled in place by several men.  Then they would put a seal or glue like substance around 

the stone and tomb wall to keep the odor from coming out of the tomb.  

 Mary sees the stone has been taken away from the tomb.  She does not think of resurrection.  She thinks of 

robbery.  Grave robbery was so common that Rome’s emperor issued an edict forbidding it with severe penalties to back 

it up.  So Mary Magdalene runs to find Simon Peter and the other disciple.  The fact that she could find these men most 

wanted by the temple guards indicates her position in the inner circle of Jesus’ followers.  She declares what she thinks 

has happened. “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.”   

 So Peter and the other disciple take off for the tomb.  They run together but the other disciple outruns Peter.  He 

arrives at the tomb first and looks in.  By this time there must have been more light.  He looks in to see linen cloths lying 

in the tomb without a body.  Yet he does not go in.  Maybe he’s a little timid.  Maybe he’s unsure if it’s appropriate.  But 

he waits until Peter arrives.  True to his nature, he goes right into the tomb.  Peter also saw the strips of linen lying there.  

 He also saw the face cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head.  It did not lie with the strips of linen.  It was 

folded in another place in the tomb.  Then the other disciple John, enters the tomb.  John the writer tells us, “He saw and 

believed.”  So he saw all that Peter saw.  In these verses, there are 4 pieces of evidence for the physical resurrection of 

Jesus.   

What evidence supports Jesus’ physical resurrection?   

First, the empty tomb.  The tomb which held the body of Jesus on Friday evening did not have the body on Sunday 

morning.  Now if you wanted to disprove the resurrection, there was a simple way to do it.  Produce Jesus’ body.  Yet in 

the immediate aftermath of his death and in all the years since that time, no one has produced Jesus’ body.  In fact, even 

scholars who deny the resurrection of Jesus don’t deny the empty tomb.  They just explain a different exploration through 

resurrection.  We also know the tomb was empty because of the hostile witnesses.   

In Matthew’s account of the resurrection, he mentions the Roman guard assigned to watch over Jesus’ tomb to 

prevent the disciple’s from stealing the body.  But when the tomb is found empty, the elders and the counsel paid the 

guards to say that the disciples stole the body.  So they confirm the tomb’s emptiness.  But it was still possible that some 
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group stole the body.  Or maybe some grave robbers saw a great opportunity to make away with all the wealth in a rich 

man’s tomb.   

That’s why the next pieces of evidence are important.  So the second piece of evidence from these first verses is 

the grave clothes remained in the tomb.  John stooped down and saw the strips of linen laying there. Peter went in and 

also saw the linen cloths lying there.  That’s important because if some group stole the body, it is unlikely they would stop 

to strip off the grave clothes.  They would more likely take the body to a safer location.  Then they could strip off the 

cloths, especially the outer ones and perhaps sell them or use them.  We’re also told that they buried the body with spices 

– expensive spices.  So they would likely still have use or value.  Yet all of this was left behind.  The tomb did not give a 

sense of disorder or disruption.  It looked more like the clothes were simply no longer needed.  Just as Jesus passed 

through the walls of rooms in his resurrection body upon resurrection, he could have passed through the clothes that 

bound him.   

Adding further strength to this claim is the third piece of evidence – the folded face cloth.   Peter saw the linen 

cloths lying there and (verse 7), the face cloth, which had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen cloths but folded 

up in a place by itself.”  Now if grave robbers came in to steal the body, it would be unlikely that they stripped off the body 

grave clothes.  And if the face cloth fell off, they probably would have thrown it in a corner.  But this face cloth was folded 

up and placed somewhere else as if its user no longer needed it. Instead Jesus took it off and folded it neatly.   

You may have heard of the resurrection of Lazarus.  The account is found earlier in this Gospel.  Jesus commanded 

him to come out.  When he came out, he was fully bound in the grave clothes and face cloth.  But Jesus left his wrappings 

in the grave as a sign of his resurrection.   

The fourth piece of evidence in this scene is two witnesses.  According to Jewish law, a matter had to be 

established by 2 or 3 witnesses.  Mary’s testimony alone would not have been enough for those seeking to weigh the 

evidence.  But now there are 2 witnesses who have gone inside the tomb.  They can testify that they saw it empty and 

saw the grave clothes.  These two witnesses were alive and available for questioning in the immediate aftermath of that 

weekend’s events.   

This section ends with a comment in verse 9. “For as yet they did not understand the Scripture that he must rise 

from the dead.”  That is significant because it shows the disciples did not expect Jesus’ personal resurrection.  They may 
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have expected him to rise with everyone else on the last day.  But they did not expect, nor did they see in Scripture, this 

prophecy that he would rise on the third day.  That meant that they didn’t go to tomb looking for signs to back up this 

expectation.  They had not seen this in the Scriptures.   John tells us that he saw and believed.  He concluded this evidence 

must all add up to Jesus’ resurrection.  But he had not seen this from the Scriptures.  We don’t know what Peter thought 

at this moment.  Then they go to their homes.  Who has John just taken into his home to care for?  Jesus’ mother Mary, 

Wouldn’t that have been an amazing conversation to hear?   

But the account continues and gives us another unique piece of evidence I want to share with you today.  Verse 

11 takes us back to Mary Magdalene.  She has returned to the tomb.  She stands outside it weeping.  She stoops or bends 

to look in.  But instead of seeing the linen strips, she sees two angels in white sitting at the head and foot of where Jesus’ 

body lay.  But at this moment, she does not see them as angels.  They ask, “Woman, why are you weeping?”  She repeats 

her earlier conclusion.  “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”   

Then she turns around and sees someone else.  She did not know who it was.  But he asks, “Woman, why are you 

weeping, who are you seeking?”  She thinks he is the gardener.  It seems she concludes that he has been ordered to move 

the body.  He must have taken it.  So she says, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him and I 

will take him away.”  We don’t know if she meant she would somehow take him away herself which would be quite difficult 

or if she would arrange to have him taken away.   

But with one word everything changes for her.  “Mary.”  The way he said it with the voice he had revealed his 

identity to her.  She immediately responds with the Aramaic word for teacher.  Then she bows before him and clings to 

him – either to his legs or feet.  Jesus responds “Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to my Father; but go to 

my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”  To us, this seems 

like a weird response.  Why would he tell Mary not to cling to him when a few verses later he invites Thomas to touch his 

hands and side?  What does clinging to him have to do with ascending to the Father?  

Well, it may be that Mary clung to him as if she would only see him this one and only time.  She wanted to hold 

on as long as she could.  But Jesus says, “I have not yet ascended to the Father.”  I am not going away quite yet.  But I am 

in the process of that.  So go tell the disciples about this.  Mary releases him.   
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Then comes verse 18 – This is the last piece of evidence.  Mary Magdalene testifies that she has seen the Lord.  

Peter and John could testify that they had seen the empty tomb.  But Mary is the first one who actually saw the risen Lord.  

She would be one of many.  Yet isn’t it like God to do things in unexpected ways.  You’d think Jesus would first appear to 

Peter and then the other disciples or maybe his mother.  But he appears to Mary and calls her by name.   

This chapter goes on to give more evidence for the physical resurrection of Jesus.  In verses 19-23, Jesus will appear 

to the 10 disciples without Thomas present.  They were transformed from fear to joy.  But Thomas doubted and would 

not believe unless he touched Jesus’ body.  So Jesus appeared to him and the skeptical Thomas believed.   

All this adds up to this – The evidence points to the physical resurrection of Jesus.  That’s what John attempts to 

do here.  John states his purpose in John 20:30-31 – “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples 

which are not written in this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 

that by believing you may have life in his name.”   

So how will we respond to this evidence?  So the first response to the evidence for the physical resurrection of 

Jesus is “Believe it.”  Acknowledge it as true.  Accept the evidence.  That’s why John wrote this gospel.  He appeals to his 

readers to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.   So if you have not already believed this, will you respond to 

this evidence today with belief?  

 But belief means much more then acknowledging something in your mind; it means whole life devotion.  The 

second response then is to live life in His name.  Or live in light of the resurrection of Jesus.  What difference the 

resurrection of Jesus makes or could make in your life today?   

I was thinking about this with respect to my life.  What difference does Jesus’ resurrection make in my life this 

Easter Sunday 2021?  Well, because of Jesus’s resurrection, I live on solid ground, I don’t live with questions about the 

foundation of my faith and life.  If Jesus was not raised, my preaching is in vain.  I have built my life on a lie and I have a 

lot of adjusting to do.  But with Jesus’ resurrection I can face the challenges of life knowing the foundation is secure.  I 

serve a living savior, not the ideas of a dead religion founder.  I know I will see my Dad and Mom again.  So I am not like 

those who grieve without that hope. I also know that when my time comes, it will not be the end of me.  My life will 

continue after death.  I will live in the presence of Christ.  All my hopes, dreams and imaginations about such a life will be 

exceedingly satisfied.   
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Because of the resurrection, we can all see deeper purpose for our work and interaction with people each day.  

When we invest our lives in loving others for the glory of God, glorifying God, He will use that, are carry on the work of 

that, for eternity.  He may use our love or testimony to bring others to Christ.  They may lead others in their lives to Christ.  

So we could meet whole families in eternity who enjoy God’s presence because He used something we did.  Or we might 

have played a part in giving courage, strength or opportunity to some other person.  Because of some small word or note 

or patience, they went on to influence others.  We discover that in eternity – in the resurrection where we see how God 

worked through us.   

Or God might use your work to bring health, life and hope to others.  Maybe you work in health care.  Your work 

enabled someone to heal or overcome.  Then God used them to influence others.  Or you are in engineering or 

construction.  Your good designs or perseverance ensure a solid building protected the lives of the people who lived or 

worked in that structure.  God raised them up to influence many other lives for His name. Your work played a role in that.  

Or you’re a stay at home Mom.  God is using you to directly influence the young lives He has entrusted you.  It is most 

likely that they will outlive you and carry on your legacy and teaching to others.  The resurrection of Christ brings life 

purpose and hope.   

Even in this difficult pandemic time where we have all experienced loss and stress, we have not lost the 

resurrection of Jesus.  The tomb remains empty.  The testimony remains true.  The risen Christ remains watchful and 

caring about every part of our lives during this difficult time.   

Sometimes we need reminders of the solid foundation upon which our lives are built.  The evidence for the 

resurrection reminds us of this great foundation.  With a firm foundation, we gain courage to keep going and keep trusting.   

This is the last Sunday I will be with you for a while.  But it is a great time to remember that our faith must not be 

built on pastors who come and go in our lives.  Instead, it is built on the one who died for us and now lives forever.  He is 

the one who has conquered the grave and death and sin and the devil.  He is the one who is always there with us through 

the trials of life until he calls us home or we return.  Then we will join Mary saying, “I have seen the Lord.”   

 


