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Today on Easter Day there is cause to celebrate, and Churches Together leaders have urged 

us to sing the Easter hymns, even if we do so while confined to our houses on government 

advice.  And let us also affirm the Easter greeting:  Jesus Christ is risen: he is risen indeed, 

alleluia!   

 

John chapter 20 verse 1-18, gives us cause for Easter celebration by relating the story of 

“The Empty Tomb.” Here are the foundations of Easter faith – in the experiences of the 

early Christian witnesses, Mary Magdalene, Peter and the other disciple (who may be the 

one who is relating the gospel story to us), the evidence they found and the experiences of 

meeting Jesus after the cross and the tomb.   

 

In the details of the story as told by John, it becomes clear that the rock-cut tomb in which 

Jesus had been laid, was more than just an empty space.  In fact, ‘empty tomb’ is something 

of a misnomer, as we shall see. 

 

If, at times you and I are doubters, it is worth remembering that at the start of this chapter 

Mary, Peter and the other disciple also lack faith.  The story encourages us, like them, to 

renew the quest to be seekers becoming disciples of Jesus.  There is enough in the story of 

Jesus’ tomb to set us on this path with strength renewed. 

 

Mary, Peter and the other disciple, who all enter the tomb, lack knowledge of how to walk 

the way of Jesus after his death on the cross.  They lack the Easter faith to proclaim Jesus is 

risen indeed – and on his way to the Father.  At the end of the day they discover who Jesus 

is, and where he is going.  Then they follow.  At first we are led to admire the dawning faith 
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of the first disciples, and then there is a further step of understanding -- to know deep down 

that the Father in heaven to whom Jesus returns is his father and ours.  Jesus opens the way 

back to God, even to those who have experienced the darkness of doubt and fear. 

 

Thanks to Joseph of Arimathea, the tomb of Jesus was spacious by modern standards, firm 

as the rock from which it was hewn, probably made according to custom with a ‘weeping 

chamber’ or porch leading on to the place where Jesus was laid.  This is the pattern of the 

Garden Tomb, and of the tomb in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (two places in Jerusalem 

which commemorate the events of today’s gospel). 

 

Those of us who can look out on a garden know that it can be a special place.  In the Bible 

the mention of a garden is a reminder of paradise lost, and to quote John Henry Newman, ‘a 

second Adam to the fight and to the rescue came.’  This makes sense of the claim that Mary 

mistook Jesus for a gardener.  

 

We are racing ahead, because the main part of the story takes place inside, appropriately 

enough for us who are keeping indoors.  We are becoming used to living and praying in a 

confined space.  Now we are invited to look around the narrow space of the tomb for signs 

of something extraordinary and already under way. 

 

Artists have helped people to visualise the scene inside the resurrection tomb.  Richard 

Bavin’s watercolour ‘The Empty Tomb,’ in the Methodist modern art collection is striking in 

its simplicity – a view from inside a box-like space looking past a set of stone steps towards 

the dawning of the day.  A crescent of light descends through the round entrance, the outer 
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stone partially rolled away, so that light spills down the steps and leads the eye upwards 

and out of the tomb.  Here is the way of ascent to God, a path on which Jesus is the pioneer, 

the perfecter of faith. The light invites us to leave the weeping chamber and like Mary to 

discover in Jesus a new day dawning after a long night that seems to have lasted for ages. 

 

This pared down image of the tomb interior echoes the way John’s gospel pares down the 

details and leaves Mary as the only initial witness, despite our knowing from the other 

gospels that there were other women present.  Perhaps a comment from Mary hints at this 

in John 20 verse 2, when she says, “we do not know where they have laid him.” 

 

Mary arrived early on that first day of the week when it was still dark.  Yet even in the 

darkness she recognises that the tomb is open.  Is this ordinary darkness, or the darkness of 

doubt and uncertainty?  Is it darkness such as Nicodemus experienced who came by night to 

learn of Jesus?  Nicodemus failed to grasp the full import of Jesus’ words about being born 

again, or born from above.  Now once more there is darkness, but also light, and the 

darkness has not overcome the light, as the opening chapter of John perceived.  Jesus has 

been born from above, raised to new life, and offers us the path to life.   

 

Mary is perplexed, imagining the body stolen, but as those who know the story can already 

see, there is hope to come.  ‘We will meet again’, said the Queen referencing a song in her 

recent broadcast.  Mary meets Jesus again, and it happens in a way she had not anticipated, 

when Jesus pronounces her name.  The story invites us to hear Jesus calling us too. 
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At the outset of that first Easter Day, all Mary knew was this: that there was a story to be 

told. With a sense of urgency she runs to tell the others the little she knows with certainty.  

Peter and the other disciple run towards the tomb.  That ‘other disciple’ is perhaps the 

writer who is telling the story to us, getting there first and seeing the grave clothes 

discarded and without their former occupant.  Peter enters in and notices moreover that 

the cloth that covered Jesus’ head is rolled up in a separate place.  

 

The details set the scene, not for a grave robbery as Mary first assumed, but for Jesus’ 

ascent to the Father.  In present circumstances we may be thinking that we are being 

robbed of much that we hold dear, our social life, our freedom and our friends.  The story 

invites us to consider not what we have lost, but what we are given: a new life that will be 

forever changed, but also blessed. 

 

John has two angels seated where the body had lain, possibly to indicate a holy place.  

(Remember the cherubim at either side of the Ark of the Covenant in the Temple holy of 

holies).  When the Romans invaded the Temple they were surprised to find the holy space 

empty – yes there were angels, but no statue to a god.  Were they atheists, these Jews?  No.  

The space signified that God was not confined to a temple made with hands.  In the same 

way the empty tomb is infused with God’s presence and is a place of prayer, but God’s 

presence is not confined there.  It is everywhere. 

 

Mary struggles to know what has happened and turning to the light she sees Jesus without 

at first recognising him.  There are those of us, like her, who will grasp the story but struggle 

with its meaning.   
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Let us be clear that it is not an empty tomb that makes or proves the resurrection.  It is not 

the absence of Christ that makes the difference to our lives now and at the hour of our 

death.  It is his enduring presence, and the way he leads us.  Yes, he shows us a path out of 

darkness into glorious light, but more than that he leads us to “my Father and your 

Father…my God and your God.”  Jesus is going to the Father, who is also ‘Our Father.’  Even 

Mary’s love cannot hold him back. 

 

The words with which the Lord’s Prayer begins, “Our Father…” turn out to be a fitting 

summary of John’s Easter story from the tomb.  Easter is not just death-overcome, it is a 

pointer to life reunited with God.   

 

This has been called ‘the greatest story ever told.’  It raises our sights to a better life this 

side of the grave, as well as an enduring hope beyond.  By following Jesus we are led away 

from fear, and called upon to pray to God, with whom Jesus and the Holy Spirit are one.   

I conclude by urging you to pray with me the Lord’s Prayer as an affirmation of Easter faith 

in the risen Lord who knows the way back to God and calls us there: 

Our Father who art in heaven, 
hallowed be thy Name; 
thy kingdom come; 
thy will be done; 
on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our trespasses, 
as we forgive those who trespass against us. 
And lead us not into temptation; 
but deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, 
for ever and ever.  Amen. 
 


