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The Empty Tomb 
 

The traditional Easter greeting when people gather in church congregations on Easter 
Sunday is for people to say ‘He is risen.’ The correct reply is to return the greeting with 
these words, ‘He is risen indeed.’ All this is true, Jesus is risen. Personally, I have never 
found this a natural thing to say for some reason. Sunday is the day Jesus rose from the 
dead, but then every Sunday is the day of resurrection, but so too are the other days, 
Monday to Saturday. Jesus is risen, full stop! We are to live in the light and the 
experience of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead every moment of the day. It 
concerns me that some people see Easter Sunday as the only day of the year the 
resurrection of Jesus is the feature and focus of our attention. If we ever think that we 
have somehow gone beyond the Cross, we have lost our way. Every time we pray, we 
come to the Father on the basis of what Jesus has done for us, never on the basis of 
anything we have, or have attained. We come to the Father only because of the shed 
blood of Jesus, so the Cross is integral to our daily lives, every day, not just Sundays or 
Easter Sundays, but every day.  
 
I hope all of us know this. This may seem like only a small matter in some senses, but I 
think that for many people they do not have a waking, conscious, living sense of our 
dependence on the Cross of Christ, that we now live in the aftermath of the Cross and 
that salvation is now completed and that life is now about living in the light of the Cross. 
As Christians we are Easter-morning people, people of the resurrection. If we are 
believers we have resurrection life at work within us. This does not mean we feel in tip 
top condition all the time. Some mornings we get up. Perhaps we have not slept well 
because something has been on our minds or we had an ache somewhere which woke 
us every time we moved in bed. We may say to someone the next morning that we feel 
dead on our feet. That’s how we may feel, but even feeling that is a sign of being alive! 
We can have resurrection life within us, but not feel it or reckon on it!   
 
I want to talk about the empty tomb today as we find it recorded in John chapter 20 and 
verses 1-18. This and the accounts in the other gospels will be familiar to most church 
goers and people above a certain age. Those of us who are over 50 will probably have 
heard the story read in school assemblies and in churches and Sunday Schools. Not so 
the children of this present generation. Our education system has become so geared to 
secular ideas that it appears to be the intent of the education authorities to reduce 
Christianity to just possible options of a ‘faith’ subject. Christianity is now treated as just 
one of many systems of morality of which we are free to mix and match as our notions 
take us. This is not how the text book presents Christianity. The Bible tells us of only 
two ways to go, a broad path and a narrow path, and that the broad path has space for 
people to pick and mix as they wish, but the destination is always the same, death. I 
heard a weather forecaster tell us that this is the weather for ‘Bank Holiday Friday’. 
Fortunately others used ‘Easter’ and ‘Easter Sunday’ and not Bank Holiday language. 
Children need to know and have an explanation of Easter, the Cross and the 
resurrection of Christ. This is why it is important to pray for groups like Scripture Union 



who work in schools. Sometimes it is only groups like this who have access to schools 
to tell the Easter history, make no mistake this is history, not just a children’s story. 
 
Any of you who are parents know that if you want to give your son or daughter the best 
chance at excelling at some sport or activity which could take them to the X Factor or 
the Olympics, or to be the principle dancer in the Russian Ballet, or just to be 
accomplished at some hobby so that they can enjoy it in a fuller way, they have to start 
as young as possible. However, when it comes to the Christian faith, I have heard so 
many people say that it is something the child should decide for themselves when they 
become sixteen or eighteen. This is rubbish. C. H. Spurgeon equated this notion with 
murdering the child. In these days, by the time a child is sixteen or eighteen, they are 
deeply entrenched in the ways of the world. If a child is old enough to love its parents, 
he or she is old enough to love God. The heart aches that our children would be spared 
many dangers, toils and snares by coming to faith early in life. They need to be brought 
up in an environment where faith is taught and demonstrated in the lives of parents and 
not only in the ways of the world. 1 Samuel tells us the history of Hannah who was 
devout and her first born son was Samuel, who became the last judge and the first 
prophet of Israel. Coming to faith early produced quality. 
 
If we do know the account of the empty tomb, perhaps it is so familiar that we no longer 
think about it deeply. We read and reread the accounts of it in the Bible year by year 
and perhaps find ourselves bored rather than transfixed with it. I suppose it is a bit like 
the old films. The special effects that 40 years ago were cutting edge now don’t impress 
any more. Films today often begin with such a bang and with such convincing special 
effects that the old stories seem tame and don’t hold us captivated as they once did. It 
is a bit like a child who grew up on scant fare, where a sausage was a treat. Now they 
are wealthy and think nothing of dining in the very best places, and their pallets are now 
so used to exceptional food, that they would look in shock if served fish fingers and fried 
up left over mashed potato.  
 
So let’s look at this account of the empty tomb.  
 
The account of the empty tomb involves strong emotions. I don’t think we can put 
ourselves in the shoes of the principle characters John tells us about. We live many 
years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. We find it difficult to imagine what the 
followers of Jesus were thinking and feeling after the events of that Friday. We read that 
some thought about going back to their work as fishermen, and did so. We read of 
others who had failed to be brave as they promised they would be. They wept bitterly 
and were probably still feeling utter failures. Others got up after a day or two and went 
back home discussing events as they sadly went on their way. That is, until Jesus met 
them on the road. We will never be able to feel what they felt, Jesus death was still so 
recent and so shocking to them. 
 
Mary Magdalene was up early on that Sunday morning. We are told that she was one of 
the woman who followed Jesus about. She may have been one who supported the 
Disciple band financially. Luke 8 tells us that she had received deliverance by the hand 



of Jesus, so she had much to be grateful for. We don’t know what infirmity these 
demons bound her in, so we don’t know how she suffered. Like many woman in history, 
the experts and church authorities have not been kind to Mary. In recent decades as 
people have been bolder to ascribe to others the motives of their own hearts, some of 
the claims about Mary have been somewhat unpleasant. It is sad that people want to 
attribute low motives to high devotion, but that has always been the way, even with 
Jesus. He was even accused of expelling demons by Satanic power. If they can say 
such about the Master, it should come as no surprise that the servants are spoken ill of 
also. 
 
Mary arrives at the tomb and finds it empty. She responded at once and ran to Peter’s 
house and roused him and John and they came at a run to the tomb and saw it was just 
as she had reported. John held back entering the tomb until Peter caught up and went 
in. The burial cloths were there, and the head cloth was neatly folded. No tomb robber 
would have bothered doing this, and shrewd robbers would have taken bandages and 
all. You can never tell what might be worth a pound or two! Peter and John go back 
home. John believed, and Peter went home! 
 
Mary did not go home. She stayed at the tomb and wept. She was in mourning, and like 
many before and since wanted to spend time in proximity to the burial place of the one 
they loved. Many people who have lost a parent, or a wife or husband, or a child visit 
the grave for a long time. This is perfectly natural though it can become a toxic 
experience if it becomes an attempt to avoid letting go and going on with our new lives. 
However, for most, it is part of working through grief and it can be a small comfort to 
have a place to go to where there are the last memories of the one departed. 
 
Over the years I have observed a number of occasions where there was no burial place, 
or a place, but it did not come for a long time. One of my closest school friends was 
swept away by the sea and drowned. His body was not found for a long time, months 
after the event. In the meantime, there was no funeral, no grave, no certainty, fleeting 
and groundless hopes of finding him lifted up, only to be dashed by reality and sense. 
That family suffered. Another family had a child who it was thought had been one of a 
number of victims of an unpleasant person. However, the case was extremely difficult to 
prove and the poor child lay dead in the morgue for a number of years before a funeral 
was eventually held. That family suffered greatly, and it even had physical effects on 
their health never mind happiness.   
 
Here is Mary, a woman who had been helped greatly by Jesus and so loved Jesus 
greatly. She was one of those courageous woman who stood at the Cross for the 
duration and saw all the horror of the Cross played out up close and personal. This was 
not a morbid curiosity, but these noble women, out of love, did all they could for Jesus in 
His suffering, they stayed as near as they dared. They could not help Him, but they 
would not forsake Him in His suffering. Not only had Mary seen the suffering of her 
beloved deliverer and savior, but now someone had taken away His body and she had 
nowhere to go to grieve, remember and hopefully come to terms with it all.  
 



Suddenly, as she looked into the empty tomb, she saw two angels who asked her why 
she was crying. She explains the reason for her sorrow and looks round and sees a 
figure. She does not recognize Jesus. Perhaps Jesus was veiling His identity as He did 
with the two men on the Emmaus Road. Most likely Mary did not recognize Him 
because her eyes were blurred with tears and perhaps her eyes swollen by much 
weeping. Even when Jesus asked her why she was crying she did not recognize Him. 
 
Then we have this little report. Jesus called out her name, ‘Mary.’ This was a voice she 
recognized because being one of the company who went about with Jesus, she had 
heard Him speak her name before, and there is something about us that suddenly takes 
notice when someone uses our name. There is a contact, a conversation which now 
becomes personal, we are enfolded in what is happening by our name being used.  
 
She recognizes Him and launches herself at him grabbing Him by his feet! We are told 
this in one of the other gospels. A side track here. Some people are troubled that the 
four gospels differ in their accounts of the empty tomb. John’s gospel is a mixture of first 
hand personal witness. John was there at the empty tomb with Peter, but did not wait to 
see what Mary saw. He heard Mary’s account and wove it into his report, a mixture of 
first hand observation and that of other witnesses. The other gospels also are a 
compilation of the different witnesses to the resurrection, and this is why there are slight 
differences in the accounts and different aspects that are highlighted by the different 
gospels. 
 
If you have ever had to give an interview to the police regarding something you have 
witnessed, you know that different things strike different witnesses who viewed the 
event from different directions and distances. I once spoke with an RUC officer who told 
me that on a good day, witnesses to the same event would report that there were three, 
five or one robber. They were all white or Asian or Red Indian. They were dressed in 
suits, swimming costumes or tracksuits. They were fat, thin, tall short, bald or with long 
hair. It is the differences that makes eye witness accounts authentic. Despite all the 
differences, the core thread of events becomes clear, and this is what we have in the 
gospels.   
 
There is something special when someone calls our name. This is especially so when 
Jesus speaks to us. We do not always hear Him clearly, but there are other times when 
He speaks so clearly that everything changes in a moment. Hearing Jesus speak is not 
an easy thing to explain, but once we experience it, we are on the way to learning how 
to know that it is Him. It is not a voice we hear with our ears, even though it seems that 
way, but it is something we hear with our heart and mind. Before I had surgery to 
remove gall stones a number of years ago, I was very ill. The doctors later told us later 
that at the time they just had to wait to see what would happen to me since there was 
nothing at that point they could do to help. Either I would die, or it would pass and I 
would, in time, be fit for surgery. Lying in great pain in a hospital bed, I heard inside God 
say to me to ‘trust in the sovereign Lord.’ For me, that was the change point, I relaxed 
with the assurance that whatever happened that it was all right because God had taken 
charge of events for life or death. 



This is what happened to Mary. Her tears were instantly turned to joy and adoration and 
she launched herself at Jesus to hold Him as if never to let Him go.  In an instant, the 
voice of Jesus had transformed everything she had felt and thought, the tears of grief 
ceased, and if tears continued, they were of joy. Now, that is a radical change, and all 
by hearing and seeing Jesus. 
 
Jesus gives Mary a message for His disciples and she goes to them. Then, we have 
this little phrase from Mary which encapsulates the meaning of Easter Sunday and 
every day since. She tells the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord.’ We know from other 
passages that not everyone believed her witness statement. Thomas was especially 
slow to believe anyone. However, no matter what sceptics, unbelievers and cynics said 
or thought, no matter if people wrote Mary off as a woman overcome with grief and 
emotion who so wanted to see Jesus that her mind played tricks and fabricated events, 
the fact was that she had seen the Lord and heard Him calling her name, and that could 
not be taken from her by anyone. A W Tozer commented once that there are those who 
long for God and who are met by Him in such a way that their experience is self-
verifying and needs neither defense nor proof. Mary’s encounter with the Lord was such 
an event. This is the experience of those who have believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Mary then delivers the message which Jesus had sent to the disciples. She said that 
Jesus said that He is returning to His Father and theirs, to His God and theirs. These 
men, these disciples were a motley crew. They had been with Jesus a long time, but 
most of them fled from the Cross, and Peter, despite all his bravado, had denied Him. It 
was the band of women who stuck with Jesus to the very end, and in eternity their place 
and reward, I am sure, will be very high. 
 
It seems a simple message, but do not miss the import of it. To these men, most of 
whom had not distinguished themselves in the last hours before Jesus death, are told 
that Jesus is going to be going home to His Father, and their Father, His God and their 
God. I have highlighted the important word. Because of the Cross, because of the 
empty tomb, the Father of Jesus has become their Father, and the God of Jesus has 
become their God too. They have now come into a relationship of kinship, with the 
Father just as Jesus is kin. They are now children of God as Jesus is the Son of God. 
Now, Jesus is the only begotten of the Father, but these men and women who believe 
in Him have become the family, the children of God, not only by creation, but in like 
relationship to God as Jesus had. They were born from above. God has taken aliens 
and strangers and through the Cross, the death and resurrection of Jesus and the 
empty tomb, has reconciled them to Himself and made them members of His family. 
Now we are the children of God, heirs of the Father and joint heirs with the Son. 
 
All of this is by free grace. All of this is by Christ dying on the Cross alone and for us. All 
this can become true of us by believing on the Lord Jesus Christ, and Him alone for 
salvation. God does not want us to present a CV of our good deeds, our gifts and 
abilities with testimonies of how people say we are nice and wouldn’t say a bad word 
about anybody. What God requires is for us to come to Him and tell Him that unless the 
blood of Jesus was shed for us, then we have no hope of salvation and will never earn it 



ourselves. We come and ask for salvation with empty hands and nothing to boast of. 
This is how we see the Lord, by seeing that we are helpless and that what Christ has 
done He has done for us, and receiving it to us as a gift by faith. 
 
This is what Easter is about. Have we seen the Lord? Have we heard Him call our name 
and responded? Have we come to see that by this means the Father becomes our 
Father, and God becomes our God in the same way as Jesus enjoys. Then the rest of 
our lives are to be spent growing in this reality and living as He calls us to live and doing 
what He tells us to do.   
 
Mary saw the Lord. Oh, that the church would see Jesus as she saw and be 
transformed in a moment. 
 
     


