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How do we know about events that happened centuries ago? How do we know something is a 
real historical fact? How do we know for sure that there really was a French and Indian war from 1754 
to 1763? There are no photos or videos but we know it because there are multiple written sources that 
we can date to the time of the events. There are actual sites of these events we can visit. And there are 
enduring historical marks left upon the world namely an English speaking Canada. The resurrection of 
Jesus Christ has all the required evidence of historical investigation. We have multiple written sources 
contemporaneous to the event. We have actual sites we can visit. And we have enduring historical 
marks left by the event namely the Church.

The great theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg said, “The evidence for the Resurrection is so strong 
that nobody would question it except for 2 things: First it’s a very unusual event and second, if you 
believe it happened, you have to change the way you live.” 

The Gospel of John was written by a man named John. He was born a fisherman in Bethsaida 
on the shores of the Sea of Galilee in Israel. 19:35 tells us clearly that John was an eyewitness to the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, “He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, 
and he knows he is telling the truth—that you also may believe.” We can verify this Gospel dates from 
the first century about 90 AD when John was an elderly man—the last of the 12 apostles to die. We can
verify that this gospel is confirmed by the testimony of at least 3 other written sources from the first 
century: Matthew, Mark and Luke. These facts are generally accepted and not in dispute. 

Let’s consider the evidence in the story itself as John tells it in three scenes. Scene one is Mary 
and the other women at the tomb early Sunday morning, verses 1 and 2. We know other women were 
present with Mary because when she reports to the disciples she says, “we do not know where they 
have laid him.” There are two important facts we find in this scene. Number one the tomb was empty. 
The bones of Jesus were never found. Even his enemies, the Pharisees, the Priests, and Pontius Pilate 
himself were aware of this fact: the tomb was empty. The second fact is this: The disciples at first 
thought the empty tomb was bad news. Mary did not come looking for a risen Christ. She came looking
for and expecting a dead body. When she didn’t find one her immediate conclusion was the only one 
she could think of: grave robbery and tomb desecration. There is no room here for some psycho-
analytic theory of wish-fulfillment wherein people want something to happen so intensely that they 
imagine or hallucinate it happening. To Mary, empty tombs mean grave desecration. When Jewish 
tombstones in Missouri were found tipped over on the ground this year, nobody said it was because the 
dead had awakened. Everybody knows it was the work of vandals and desecrators. That is what Mary 
thought too—Jesus was being humiliated in death. The resurrection faith took some time to develop. 
The disciples had to be convinced. 

Which brings us to scene two: Peter and John arrive. What they find heightens the mystery: 
folded grave clothes. Robbers do not leave behind the only thing of any resale value. Desecrators don’t 
take the time to neatly remove and fold the coverings on the corpse they wish to insult. Even friends 
would not shame Jesus’s body by stripping him naked. The folded grave clothes preclude all of the 
obvious explanations for the empty tomb. Neither friend nor foe would have done this. Peter and John 
seem to believe at some level but it isn’t enough to light any fires because verse 10 says “Then the 
disciples went back to their homes.”

It is precisely here that the Jesus-movement should have ended. It is exactly here that Jesus 
should have been forgotten to history. But it didn’t and he wasn’t. When you see a turtle on a fence 
post, you know it didn’t get there by accident. So what was it that turned the disciples around and got 
them to leave home and preach incessantly about the Risen Christ? 

That brings us to scene three: the appearance of Jesus to Mary. Mary comes back to the tomb 
and weeps. She is still looking for and expecting a corpse, “Where have you laid him? I will take him 



away.” Her belief that Jesus is a dead body is so strong, she doesn’t even recognize Jesus when she sees
him. This is not hard to understand. I was sitting with one of your former pastors Russ Smith last week 
in Chelsea. I’ve known Russ for 40 years and I introduced myself to him. I wasn’t sure he knew who I 
was. Fifteen minutes into our small talk he lit up and said, “You’re Tom Anderson!” He wasn’t 
expecting me so he didn’t recognize me.

The spell was broken for Mary when Jesus called her name. There is no sound more arresting 
than the sound of your own name being spoken. It happened just as Jesus said it would in chapter 10, 
“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me” (10:27). The scene ends with the 
single most dramatic statement in all of literature, “I have seen the Lord.” This is what put the turtle on 
the fence post! The evidence is in: an empty tomb with no obvious explanation; multiple testimonies 
from reliable witnesses and the rapid expansion of the Jesus movement—an indelible mark upon world 
history. 

You know as you get older you lose things irretrievably—your hair, your eyesight. As a boy I 
often camped and wanders the woods of the Charles Howell Scout Reservation on Brighton Lake. 
There I learned how to swim, how to canoe and how to cook on an open fire. Alas it is all gone now—
lost to a subdivision. The older you get the more these losses accumulate and it sucks the joy out of 
you. But the resurrection is not about consolation—giving some comfort to the grieving. The 
resurrection is about restoration of what was lost. In the resurrection you don’t just get your body back
—you get the body you always wanted but never had. You don’t just get your life back—you get the 
life you always wanted but never had.

The resurrection is the proof that in the future you will lack nothing and you will not miss out 
on anything. No other religion, no other philosophy offers this kind of future. It is a hope based on an 
established fact: Jesus is risen. Even if you are not a Christian, even if you are not a believer why 
would you not want this hope? You’re not being honest with yourself if you can’t at least say you want 
this hope.

I will admit, the Resurrection is a very unusual event. It’s never been duplicated. I will admit 
that to really believe it requires a lot of changes in your life. But all the facts point to it and all the hope 
of mankind rides upon it.


