
“The Truth of the Resurrection”!
John 20:1-31!

On a cold November morning in 1872, Captain Benjamin Briggs, his wife Sarah, their two year 
old daughter Sophia, and a crew of seven others set sail from New York Harbor on a Canadian-
built brigantine called the Mary Celeste, bound for the coast of Italy.  Their journey quickly 
became known as one of history’s most chilling maritime mysteries.  On December 4, some 600 
miles west of Portugal, the helmsman of a merchant ship called the Dei Gratia spotted a strange 
sight through his spyglass as he surveyed the horizon.  He saw what appeared to be a ship with 
slightly torn sails that seemed to be careening out of control.  The merchant ship’s captain, 
David Reed Morehouse, identified the runaway ship as the Mary Celeste.  In a strange twist, he 
and Benjamin Briggs were old friends and had dined together just a few months before.  When 
a crew from Morehouse’s ship boarded the Mary Celeste, everything was present and 
accounted for—from the cargo in the hold to the private belongings in the ship’s quarters.  
Missing, however, were all of the ship’s passengers.  There has been much speculation over the 
years about this strange disappearance, but the mystery of it all has cemented the Mary 
Celeste’s reputation as history’s most famous ghost ship.!

History is riddled with stories of strange disappearances—from the lost colony on Roanoke 
Island to Amelia Earhart to Jimmy Hoffa.   !

Perhaps one of the reasons we are so intrigued by stories of strange disappearances is that it 
leaves us without a sense of closure about a person’s life.  Did the person live?  Did they die?  
Are they coming back?  Will the person eventually be seen again?  Regardless, an indisputable 
fact about your life is that it will one day come to an end, and no matter how hard you try, that 
day will be inescapable.!

Job 14:1-2 - “Man who is born of woman is few of days and full of trouble.  He comes out 
like a flower and withers; he flees like a shadow and continues not.”!

Ecclesiastes 8:6-8 - “For there is a time and a way for everything, although man’s trouble 
lies heavy on him.  For he does not know what is to be, for who can tell him how it will 
be?  No man has power to retain the spirit, or power over the day of death.”!

In other words, our days on earth are brief, difficult, and numbered.  Death awaits every single 
person.!



Though ignored by secular historians because of its implications, the empty tomb of Jesus 
Christ remains the most important subject in the world, a mystery to some and a majesty to 
others.!

The empty tomb of Jesus Christ stands as a monument in history that His life didn't end in 
tragedy or in mystery, but in victory as One who has conquered death and has defeated the 
grave.  The story of Christ is incomplete without the cross, for that is what transforms Him from 
being a martyr to being the Savior of the world.  Yet the resurrection of Jesus is what gives 
power to the cross and proof of the reliability of Christianity.!

Thus, the single greatest event in the history of the universe is the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead.  It serves as proof positive of the believer’s salvation and Christ’s ability to save 
those who trust in Him.!

These verses in John 20 serve as the apostle John’s testimony of the events surrounding the 
resurrection.  In the previous chapter, he gives the details surrounding the suffering of Christ on 
the cross.  He provides clear testimony that Jesus did indeed die on the cross—His side was 
pierced, and out from which came blood and water, a sign that Jesus’ heart had burst.!

John 19:35 - “He who saw it has born witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that 
he is telling the truth—that you also may believe.”!

The point is that Jesus was dead when He was taken down from the cross, and His lifeless 
body was laid in a borrowed tomb.  And so the resurrection is the subject of John 20, and John 
wants us to know the truth so we might believe the truth and have life in Christ.  !

1.  The EVIDENCE is conclusive (20:1-10)!

“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…”!

“Conclusive” - serving to prove a case; decisive or convincing !

John tells us that Mary Magdalene came to the tomb very early on the first day of the week, 
while it was still dark.  What she found troubled her, for she discovered that the stone had been 
taken away from the tomb.  Fearing the worst, she ran and told Peter and John.!



The two disciples hurried to the tomb, John getting their first, and then Peter who went in to the 
empty tomb.!

What they saw was shocking.  The body of Jesus was nowhere to be found, but the burial cloths 
were lying there in tact.  The face cloth was folded up in a separate place by itself.  Such detail 
shows that the tomb was left in a neat and orderly condition.!

John 20:8-9 - “Then the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went in, and 
he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that He must rise 
from the dead.”!

What conclusive evidence can we note about the resurrection?!

Fulfillment of Promise!

Christ’s resurrection from the dead was not something that just happened out of the blue and in 
an unplanned way, but was something that He had promised.  It was something that had been 
foretold by the prophets and revealed in the Scriptures.!

Psalm 16:10-11 - “For You will not abandon My soul to Sheol, or let Your holy one see 
corruption.  You make known to Me the path of life; in Your presence there is fullness of 
joy; at Your right hand are pleasures forevermore.”!

There are well over 300 verses in the New Testament that are concerned with the subject of 
Jesus’ resurrection:!

• We are told that this event is a sign for unbelievers (Matthew 12:38-40; John 20:24-29)!

• It is the answer for the believer’s doubt (Luke 24:38-43)!

• It serves as the guarantee that Jesus’ teachings are true and authoritative (Acts 2:22-24; 1 
Corinthians 15:12-20)!

• It is the center of the gospel itself (Romans 4:24-25, 10:9; 1 Corinthians 15:1-4)!

• The resurrection is the impetus for evangelism (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 10:39-43)!

• It is the key indication of the believer’s daily power to live the Christian life (Romans 6:4-14, 
8:9-11; Philippians 3:10)!



• It is the reason for the total commitment of our lives (Romans 7:4; 1 Corinthians 15:57-58)!

• The resurrection addresses the fear of death (John 11:25; 1 Corinthians 15:54-58; Hebrews 
2:14-15)!

• It is related to the second coming of Jesus (Acts 1:11; Rev. 1:7)!

• It is a model of the Christian’s resurrection from the dead (Acts 4:2; 1 Corinthians 6:14; 1 
Thessalonians 4:13-18)!

• It provides a foretaste of heaven for the believer (Philippians 3:20-21; 1 Peter 1:3-5)!

Verdict of History!

Throughout the centuries, skeptics have tried to explain away the resurrection as either myth, 
hallucinations on the part of the disciples, or just some story that they made up.!

A favorite claim by skeptics in the 1700’s was known as the “swoon” theory, which argued that 
Jesus really didn’t die on the cross.  Instead, He merely went into a coma, and in that condition 
appeared to be dead and was taken down from the cross and buried while He was still alive.  
Later, the spices and coolness of the empty tomb revived Him.  He then let the tomb, met the 
disciples, and they mistakenly assumed He had risen from the dead.!

John MacArthur - “This theory faces insurmountable difficulties.  In the first place the Roman 
soldiers who crucified Jesus were experienced executioners, who knew when a person was 
dead.  They were satisfied that Jesus had died, because they did not break His legs (John 
19:33).  Their commander reported to Pilate that Jesus was dead (Mark 15:44-45).  Obviously, 
the centurion would have made certain of that fact before making his report to the governor.  
Further, the spear thrust into Jesus’ side that brought forth blood and water showed clearly He 
was dead.  The swoon theory also fails to explain how Jesus, weakened by the brutal scourging 
He received and the punishing effects of being crucified, could have survived for three days 
without food, water, and medical care.  Nor does it explain how a man in such a weakened state 
could have freed Himself from the grave clothes in which the body was wrapped (something 
Lazarus was unable to do; John 11:44), moved the heavy stone that sealed the tomb, 
overpowered the Roman guard detachment, and walked several miles to Emmaus on nail-
pierced feet.  Most important of all, the swoon theory cannot explain how such a half-dead 
individual, desperately in need of triage, could have persuaded the disciples that He was the 



risen Lord, the conqueror of death and the grave.  This theory also blasphemes Jesus by 
making Him into a deceiver and a fraud, which is to reject the testimony of the Father and 
Scripture that He lived a sinless life.”!

What about those skeptics who claim that the disciples were having hallucinations due to their 
grief-stricken emotional state?  !

John MacArthur - “Hallucinations are private, individual experiences.  Jesus, however, 
appeared to various individuals and groups on at least ten different occasions, including more 
than five hundred people at once (1 Cor. 15:6).  Nor were the disciples likely candidates for such 
hallucinations, since they were not expecting Jesus to rise from the dead (John 20:9) and 
actually scoffed at the initial reports that He did (Luke 24:11).  This theory also fails to explain 
why on at least three occasions the people allegedly having hallucinations of Jesus did not 
recognize Him (Luke 24:13-31; John 20:15; 21:4).  Nor can it explain how a hallucination could 
eat a piece of fish (Luke 24:42-43), point out a school of fish (John 21:6), or cook a meal (John 
21:9-13).  And while it purports to account for Christ’s resurrection appearances, it fails to 
account for the empty tomb and the missing body.”!

If all this were true—if Jesus didn’t die, but merely swooned, and if the disciples were 
hallucinating—why then did the religious leaders not dismiss the claims of resurrection by 
producing Christ’s body?  If the disciples were lying about it all, the easiest thing to do would be 
to produce the body.!

There was no body to produce!  The tomb was empty.  In fact, it was the religious leaders who 
began to spread lies to distract from what had really taken place:!

Matthew 27:63-64 - “Sir, we remember how that impostor said, while He was still alive, 
After three days I will rise.  Therefore order the tomb to be made secure until the third 
day, lest His disciples go and steal Him away and tell the people, He has risen from the 
dead, and the last fraud will be worse than the first.”!

Pilate committed a detachment of soldiers to guard the tomb, and made the tomb secure by 
sealing the stone.!

Are we to assume that the fearful disciples, who were meeting behind closed and locked doors, 
were willing to confront professional Roman soldiers and steal the body of Jesus, and then 



spread the rumor that He had risen from the dead, and then go on to die for something that they 
knew to be untrue?  I don’t think so.  Such an argument falls flat.  !

The only possible explanation, when considering all the evidence, is that Jesus Christ rose from 
the grave, just like He said He would.!

Lynchpin of Faith!

Disprove the resurrection of Jesus, and the whole Christian faith will collapse.  This is Paul’s 
logic in the resurrection chapter of the Bible—1 Corinthians 15.  There, Paul says that if the 
resurrection were not true, then the following implications would also be true:!

• If Christ is not risen, our preaching is empty (v. 14)!

• If Christ is not risen, the apostles are all liars (v. 15)!

• If Christ is not risen, we are still in our sins (v. 16-17)!

• If Christ is not risen, there is no hope beyond death (v. 18-19)!

The resurrection is indeed fact, and the evidence is conclusive.!

2.  The EYE-WITNESSES are convincing (15:11-29)!

“But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb, and as she wept she stooped to look into the 
tomb…”!

Not only does John tell us that the tomb was empty on the third day, but he is also quick to point 
out how Jesus appeared to His followers in a glorified, resurrected state.  John tells us that 
Jesus was seen:!

• “I have seen the Lord” (v. 18)!

• “…they saw the Lord” (v. 20)!

• “We have seen the Lord” (v. 25)!

When it comes to establishing something as fact, as in a court of law, no one will ever dispute 
the importance of eye-witness testimony.!



Edward Clarke - “As a lawyer I have made a prolonged study of the evidence of the first Easter 
day.  For me, the evidence is conclusive, and over and over again in the high court I have 
secured the verdict on evidence not nearly so compelling.  Inference follows on evidence, and a 
truthful witness is always artless and disdains effect; the gospel evidence for the resurrection is 
of this class, and as a lawyer I accept it unreservedly as the testimony of truthful men to facts 
they were able to substantiate.”!

The apostles and the early church claimed to have seen Jesus after His resurrection.  Can we 
trust their testimony?!

Charles Hodge - “As the resurrection of Christ is an historical fact, it is to be proved by 
historical evidence.  The apostle therefore appeals to the testimony of competent witnesses…To 
render such testimony irresistible it is necessary: (1) that the fact to be proved should be of a 
nature to admit of being certainly known; (2) that adequate opportunity be afforded to the 
witnesses to ascertain its nature, and to be satisfied of its verity; (3) that the witnesses be of 
sound mind and discretion; (4) that they be men of integrity.  If these conditions be fulfilled, 
human testimony establishes the truth of a fact beyond reasonable doubt.  If, however, in 
addition to these grounds of confidence, the witnesses give their testimony at the expense of 
great personal sacrifice, or confirm it with their blood…then it is insanity and wickedness to 
doubt it.  All these considerations concur in proof of the resurrection of Christ, and render it the 
best authenticated event in the history of the world.”!

These eyewitness went on to spill their own blood and give their life for what they knew to be 
true.!

As an honest eye-witness who is telling us the truth, John says the resurrected Jesus appeared 
and was seen by Mary Magdalene, the disciples without Thomas present, and He appears 
again to them again with Thomas present.  When we consider several of the post-resurrection 
appearances that we read of in the New Testament, we learn that the resurrection provides:!

COMFORT to those who weep—Mary Magdalene!

Mary is confused and distraught in verse 11, and she stands outside the tomb weeping with a 
broken heart.  The word “weeping” means to wail and to sob, and speaks of deep lamentation 
that is a sign of inward pain and grief over some loss.!



Jesus speaks a single word to her, and her grief vanishes.!

COURAGE to those who fear—the disciples!

The band of disciples were meeting behind locked doors because of their fear of the Jewish 
leaders.  They are afraid to be seen in public, fearful of what might happen to them.  In their 
fearful and timid condition, John says Jesus came and stood among them.!

He gives them a word to encourage their fearful hearts.!

CONFIDENCE to those who doubt—Thomas!

Doubting Thomas was not with the group the first time that Jesus appeared to them.  He had 
dismissed their claims and made the statement that unless he personally saw the print of the 
nails in His hands and place his hand into His side, he would never believe.  Eight days later, 
the disciples were gathered together and Thomas was there with them.  Suddenly, John says 
that Jesus came and stood among them.  The response that Thomas shows is one of worship.!

COMMISSION to those who obey—the disciples at the ascension!

There are several other passages in the New Testament that record the appearances of Jesus, 
one of those being the close of Matthew’s gospel.  Before He ascends to the Father, Jesus 
commands His followers to go and make disciples.!

The message of Christ’s death and resurrection is intended to propel the church forward into the 
world.!

CONVICTION to those who oppose—Paul!

Paul is an eyewitness of the resurrection, and an amazing one at that.  He was vehemently 
opposed to the claims of Christ and persecuted the church like a terrorist.  Yet his life was 
forever changed on the road to Damascus where he had an encounter with the risen Lord.!

COMPREHENSION to those who trust—John on Patmos!

In the book of Revelation, John gives us the final picture of Jesus in His glorified state:!

Revelation 1:10-18 - “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud 
voice like a trumpet saying, Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven 



churches…Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw 
seven golden lamp stands, and in the midst of the lamp stands one like a son of man, 
clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around His chest.  The hairs of His head 
were white, like white wool, like snow.  His eyes were like a flame of fire, His feet were 
like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and His voice was like the roar of many 
waters.  In His right hand He held seven stars, from His mouth came a sharp two-edged 
sword, and His face was like the sun shining in full strength.  When I saw Him, I feel at 
His feet as though dead.  But He laid His right hand on me, saying, Fear not, I am the first 
and the last, and the living one.  I died, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the 
keys of Death and Hades.”!

Here is a glimpse of the power of His resurrection.!

Charles Spurgeon - “Behold, the dead and buried One makes Himself alive again!  Herein is a 
marvelous thing.  He was master over death, even when death seemed to have mastered Him
—He entered the grave as a captive but left it as a conqueror.  He was compassed by the bonds 
of death but He could not be held by them.  Even in His burial garments He came to life—from 
those wrappings He unbound Himself—from the sealed tomb He stepped into liberty.  If, in the 
extremity of His weakness He had the power to rise out of the sepulcher and come forth in 
newness of life, what can He not accomplish now?”!

3.  The EMPHASIS is clear (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 so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in His name.”!

John declares the evangelistic purpose of his book.  His testimony is written and recorded so 
that men and women would:!

Believe in Jesus!

Though the evidence is compelling, faith is essential.  There is no way for a person to rationalize 
his or her way into the kingdom.  All of the evidence that surrounds the resurrection event is 
intended to lead one to faith.!

Hebrews 11:3 - “By faith we understand.”!



Romans 5:1 - “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ.”!

John tells us that all of this is written and preserved in the Word of God so that we would have 
faith.!

Have life in His name!

Those who have faith in Christ also have life in Christ.  !

John 11:25-26 - “I am the resurrection and the life.  Whoever believes in Me, though he 
die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in Me shall never die.  Do you 
believe this?”!

The case of the empty tomb of Jesus is not an unsolved mystery.  His body wasn’t stolen, and 
He didn’t vanish into thin air.  The truth is that He who died now lives.!

Mary could say, “I have seen Him.”  The disciples could say, “We have seen Him.”  Can you say 
the same thing?  Though we don’t see Him with physical eyes, we see Him through the eyes of 
faith.  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed!


