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The truth of the empty tomb is firmly established 
by examining multiple lines of converging evidence. 
First, the plans, preparation, and prophecy of God 
point to the promise of an empty tomb. Roughly a 
thousand years before Christ came in the flesh, King 
David prophesied that Christ would not be aban-
doned to Sheol (Hades) or the holy one allowed to 
see corruption (Ps. 16:10). David “foresaw and spoke 
of the resurrection of Christ,” a truth Peter con-
firmed following the ascension (Acts 2:31). Moving 
forward, Isaiah ministered from “742 BC to after 701 
BC,” and he foretold the fate of the Suffering Servant 
and how He would be buried in a rich man’s tomb 
(Isa. 53:1-12) (Brisco 141). He specified, “And they 
made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man 
in his death, although he had done no violence, and 
there was no deceit in his mouth” (Isa. 53:9).

In addition to the prophetic message, Jesus 
promised throughout His ministry that He would 
rise on the third day (Mt. 16:21; Mk. 8:31; Lk. 9:22, 
18:33, 24:7, 46; Jn. 2:19). His resurrection would 
leave the tomb empty, and at the same time, His foes 
not only acknowledged His promise to rise on the 
third day but took the claim as quite plausible (Mt. 
27:40, 63). Thus, prior to His death, foreknowledge 
and motive were firmly established in specific claims 
concerning His death, burial, and resurrection.

Second, there is a mountain of physical evi-
dence and eyewitness testimony that firmly proves 
His tomb empty. Consider the line of causation that 
eventuates in Christ’s body being placed in one spe-
cific tomb, that of Joseph of Arimathea (Isa. 53:9 cf. 

Mt. 27:57). During the crucifixion, the subsequent 
death, and final transfer of His body, Jesus was en-
trusted to a Roman centurion and those with him 
who were keeping watch (Mt. 27:54). These Romans 
had intimate knowledge of the full horror and injus-
tice that unfolded before their very eyes. They were 
there through the cruelty and mockery. They were 
there when darkness covered the earth for three 
hours and when the earth quaked (Mt. 27:45, 54). In 
fact, following Christ’s death, one of these soldiers 
pierced His side, bringing forth blood and water (Jn. 
19:34). They possessed the full capacity to judge for 
themselves whether Jesus was the Christ (Mt. 27:32-
44). What was their assessment? When Jesus died 
the centurion praised God and said, “Certainly this 
man was innocent” (Lk. 23:47)! Furthermore, af-
ter surveying the events, they swelled with awe and 
claimed, “Truly this was the Son of God” (Mt. 27:54)!

Third, consider the chain of custody in the han-
dling of the body of Jesus following His death. The 
testimony of Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus is 
significant. Joseph was a rich man who asked Pilate 
for the body of Christ (Mt. 27:57). Pilate consented 
and Joseph wrapped the body in a clean shroud, lay-
ing it in his own new tomb and rolling a great stone 
to cover it (Mt. 27:59; Mk.15:43-46; Lk. 23:50-53;
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Jn.19:38-42). Nicodemus was present too. He 
brought seventy-five pounds of myrrh and aloes 
and helped bind the body in linen cloth according to 
burial customs (Jn.19:40-41). Subsequently, Mary 
Magdalene and the other Mary were there opposite 
this specific tomb (Mt. 27:61). Why are these details 
so important? This places at least four witnesses at 
the specific tomb offered by Joseph of Arimathea 
prior to the resurrection. Allegations that the disci-
ples arrived at the wrong tomb following the resur-
rection simply will not stand. Two witnesses, Mary 
Magdalene and the other Mary, had been there al-
ready (Mt. 27:61). These two returned to His tomb 
on resurrection morning (Mt. 28:1). Additionally, 
Mark recorded that Mary Magdalene and Mary the 
mother of Joses saw precisely where Jesus was laid 
(Mk. 15:47). If multiple witnesses and the guard 
could identify Christ’s specific tomb, it stands to rea-
son that the tomb could be readily identified on res-
urrection morning.

Fourth, the facts concerning the Jews, Pilate, and 
the guard reveal what sort of measures were set in 
order to ensure the security of the tomb. It is signifi-
cant to note the contradiction in the Jews’ calling Je-
sus an “imposter” (a fake) on one 
hand, yet seeking Pilate’s permis-
sion to order a guard to protect the 
tomb (Mt. 27:63). Why would they 
seek a guard? Rome had an issue 
with grave robbing. In fact, an in-
scription found in Nazareth dating 

before AD 70, perhaps coming from Tiberius (AD 
14-37) or Claudius (AD 41-54), forbade removing 
bodies (Perrodin and Hultberg 1216). However, this 
does not fully explain the entirety of their concern. 
They candidly admitted to Pilate that Jesus prom-
ised, “After three days I will rise” (Mt. 27:63). This 
contradiction demonstrated their concern that He 
just might rise. 

So, they sought Pilate’s help in securing the tomb 
(Mt. 27:63). Pilate enlisted a guard of soldiers whose 
mission was to “make it as secure as you can” (Mt. 
27:65). Scholars differ on whether the guard was Ro-
man or Jewish. D. A. Carson believes that the guard 
was Jewish due to the fact that the guard reported 
to the chief priests rather than Pilate (Mt. 28:11) 
(Carson 586). Nolland agrees, writing, “there is no 
evidence that any band of Roman soldiers was at the 
disposal of the Jewish leadership.” In contrast, Leon 
Morris would lean toward the guard being Roman 
because he sees them as (1) answerable to Pilate (Mt. 
28:11-14); and (2) the Jews would not need Pilate’s 
permission to use their own guard. Regardless of 
whether the guard was Jewish or Roman, serious at-
tention was given to securing and guarding the tomb.
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Another convincing detail appears in the seal ap-
plied to the tomb (Mt. 27:60). This seal was most 
likely made of clay or wax and would reveal whether 
the tomb had been tampered with (Arnold).

Fifth, on the first day of the week, the testimony 
of several witnesses at the tomb proves quite power-
ful. Two details must be true for the testimony con-
cerning the empty tomb to stand. In the first place, 
witnesses must arrive at the right tomb. In the sec-
ond place, the stone must be removed for Jesus to 
leave and physical evidence to be left behind. Luke 
24:2 records how the stone was rolled away. Mat-
thew recorded how an angel rolled it back and was 
sitting on it (Mt. 28:2).

A host of witnesses attest to the empty tomb. 
Matthew testified that Mary Magdalene and the oth-
er Mary were at the tomb at dawn (Mt. 28:1). Mark 
placed Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, 
and Salome bringing spices to anoint the body of Je-
sus following His death, yet finding the tomb empty 
(Mk.16:1, 5). Luke confirmed women, but not spe-
cifically which women were at the tomb (Lk. 23:55; 
24:1). However, he did tell how Mary Magdalene, Jo-
anna, Mary the mother of James, and other women 
told the apostles of His resurrection (Lk. 23:55; 24:1, 
10). John cited Mary Magdalene being at the tomb 
early, while it was dark (Jn. 20:1). Her encounter 
with Jesus proved significant. She encountered Je-
sus first, following the resurrection (Jn. 20:11-18). 
It was Mary Magdalene who was speaking with two 
angels in the tomb when she turned and engaged the 
risen Lord (Jn. 20:12-16). Then she, along with oth-
ers, informed the disciples of His resurrection and 
His going to Galilee (Mt. 28:7, 10; Mk. 14:28, 16:7, 
10; Lk. 24:10, 22-23; Jn. 20:17-18). Additionally, 
some of the guard went and told the Jews what had 
happened (Mt. 28:11).

Upon hearing the news, the apostles were ini-
tially skeptical (Lk. 24:11; Mk. 16:11). Yet, those mo-
ments did not last long. Peter, Mary Magdalene, and 
the disciple whom Jesus loved ran to the tomb (Jn. 
20:2-6; Lk. 24:11). Both Peter and the disciple whom 
Jesus loved stooped looking in the tomb and found 
the linen cloths by themselves (Lk. 24:11; Jn. 20:5). 
Peter entered the tomb first, followed by the disciple 
whom Jesus loved (Jn. 20:5-8). Peter specifically 
identified both the strips of linen cloth that were once 
around Jesus’ body along with the face cloth that had 
been on Jesus’ head, placed separately (Jn. 20:6-7).

Sixth, there is a multiplicity of post resurrection 

appearances of Jesus establishing the tomb empty. 
He appeared to Peter (Lk. 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5). He ap-
peared to the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Lk. 
24:13-31). He appeared to the eleven disciples in Gal-
ilee (Mt. 28:16-20), Thomas (Jn. 20:24-29), James 
(1 Cor. 15:7), Joseph, called Barsabbas and Matthias 
(Acts 1:22-26), more than five people at once (1 Cor. 
15:6), Peter and the disciple Jesus loved (Jn. 21:15-
21), and Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, and John 
by the Sea of Tiberias (Jn. 21:1-3). Finally, He ap-
peared to Paul on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:4-5, 
17; 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8) (Ankerberg and Weldon 155-156).

Seventh, following the resurrection, multiple en-
counters affirm that the resurrection was central to 
the powerful message of hope and salvation for all 
mankind (Rom. 1:16-17; 1 Pet. 1:3; 3:21). What does 
this prove concerning conspiracy theories about the 
empty tomb? How does it establish the truthfulness 
concerning the tomb? It proves that the message 
of the empty tomb was not hidden in some corner 
(Acts 26:26). Rather, it was propagated in the open 
court of public opinion. Proclaimers could attempt 
to shoot it down, but its truth was marching on. Con-
sider Peter’s words on Pentecost following Christ’s 
ascension. Just ten days after His ascension, Peter 
preached the stark contrast between David’s occu-
pied tomb that was present and “with us to this day” 
in Jerusalem versus Jesus’ tomb that stood empty 
(1 Kgs. 2:10; Acts 2:29). This historical reality of the 
empty tomb had real world, personal application 
that empowers the lives of the hearers (Acts 2:37-
38). Peter proclaimed that baptism saves through 
the resurrection (1 Pet. 3:21; Acts 2:38). Everlasting 
hope is possible through the resurrection (1 Pet. 1:3).

Lives are fundamentally transformed through 
the resurrection. Paul told the saints in Rome that 
the resurrection declared God’s power (Rom. 1:4). 
In another place, Paul told Ephesus that God’s “im-
measurable greatness of … power” toward believers 
is according to the great work of the resurrection and 
ascension (Eph. 1:20-21). When he was on trial, Paul
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boldly proclaimed to the Jewish council that he was 
on trial for the resurrection of the dead (Acts 23:6). 
The reality of the empty tomb is not merely academic; 
it has the potential to inform our past, empower our 
present, and ensure our future.
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