The Empty Tomb
Arguments for the Empty Tomb


A Variety of Sources Testify to the Empty Tomb



Matt. 28:11-15; Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24:1-12; John 20:11-18



The Speeches in Acts and 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 presuppose an empty tomb


The Time and Place of the First Preaching



Speeches in Acts 1-12 are early and primitive 

Many Scholars agree upon a 7 week time frame between crucifixion and the first preaching of the resurrection


No clear motive for making up a 7 week delay



Counterproductive 



People could wonder why the delay

Highly probable that the preaching of the resurrection occurred just a few weeks after crucifixion 


If tomb not empty, such preaching could not have occurred 



The body could have been produced



Likely people new the location of Joe of Arima’s tomb

Wolfhart Pannenberg said, “Without having a reliable testimony for the emptiness of Jesus’ tomb, the early Christian community could not have survived in Jerusalem proclaiming the resurrection of Christ.”


No Veneration at Jesus’ Tomb
In Palestine during the days of Jesus…50 tombs of prophets or other holy persons served as sites of religious worship and veneration


No good evidence such a practice took place at Jesus’ tomb


Jesus was no doubt a suitable object for veneration



Why no such activities 



Jesus’ body was not there

Thus the tomb was not an appropriate sight for veneration 


The Mutual Acceptance of the Empty Tomb



Early speeches of Acts make no mention of the Empty Tomb



Why?

The best answer is that the empty tomb was common ground between believers and non-believers



The empty tomb could be interpreted in several ways




The Jews attributed it to the theft of Jesus’ body by the disciples

The fact that the empty tomb was not central in early evangelistic preaching to the Jews 

Instead, the proper understanding of the empty tomb is what is central 


This is what one finds emphasized in the speeches of Acts

The absence of explicit mention of the empty tomb in the speeches of Acts is best explained by noting the fact of the empty tomb was not in dispute and thus it was not an issue.


The main dispute was over why it was empty, not whether it was empty. 



Acts 2:29, Peter makes mention that David’s tomb was still with them




David was buried and remains buried




Jesus was buried and no longer remains so

There was no need for early Christians to defend or prove the tomb being empty 

It was common knowledge and could be easily verified if such verification was needed. 


The Presence of a Jewish Polemic



Only historical evidence we have is recorded in Mat. 28:11-15




This polemic assumes that the tomb was empty




Instead it gives an alternative explanation 


The Pre-Markan Passion Narrative

Paul’s Last Supper tradition in 1 Corinthians 11:23-25 presupposes the pre-Markan narrative

1 Corinthians 11:23-25 is holy tradition which Paul received well before he delivered it to the Corinthians when he visited them in 50

Therefore, the passion narrative must have originated in the first few years in the Jerusalem church. 

The tradition within the 1 Corinthians 15 formula obviously predates the time it was given to Paul, since it already would have been fixed holy tradition before it was given to him 


No Other Burial Story Exists



The location of the tomb was probably well known

For the Jew there could have been no resurrection without and empty tomb

There could have been no preaching of a resurrected Christ had Jesus’ tomb not been empty. 


People in the early church could have examined the tomb

There belief about the bodily nature of the resurrection implies they would have

If the burial account in the New Testament is not reliable, then it is surprising that no other accounts exist.

No conflicting account is found anywhere, even among Jewish writings

If the New Testament account is false, why did not some fragment of the true account remain? 

The presence of just one account of Jesus’ burial points to the fact that it must have been known to be accurate


No other account was made which could rival the true account


The Jewish View of Resurrection

The Jewish beliefs about the afterlife included the concept of a physical resurrection of the body.

The Sadducees denied the resurrection altogether, but even they agreed that if there was a resurrection, it would be bodily

Had there been no empty tomb, there would have been no belief in a resurrection and no preaching of the resurrection


Historicity of the Empty Tomb 



Historical Features of the Pre-Markan Narrative 




The Reference to Joseph of Arimathea

Most scholars believe that he was a real historical person and that Jesus was actually buried in his tomb

He was a member of the Sanhedrin

Group of 71 leaders whose members were very well known

No one could have invented a person who did not exist and say he was a member of the Sanhedrin if it were not the case




No reason for to make up a story that Jesus was buried in his tomb.

If Jesus had not been buried in his tomb, this would have been all too easy to verify

So it would have been highly problematic to have mentioned such a public figure if someone were to fabricate the account



The Accounts of the Tomb

W.L. Craig points out that archaeological discoveries have confirmed the accuracy of the description of the tomb of Jesus.



The Presence of Women

The mention of women in the empty tomb and resurrection narratives indicates that the accounts have a high degree of probability of being historically accurate 

If someone where going to make up an account of the first witnesses to the empty tomb and the risen Christ, why would women be chosen?

It only serves to make the disciples look cowardly and women look courageous.

This would hardly enhance the leadership of the disciples




The women are named specifically

In first-century Judaism, a woman’s testimony was virtually worthless

A woman was not allowed to give testimony in a court of law except on rare occasions.


No one would have invented a story and made women the first witnesses to the empty tomb


The presence of women would have been seen as an embarrassment

This is probably why it is not mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15 and the speeches in Acts, since these speeches were evangelistic

This fact is included in the Gospels because the Gospels are attempting to describe what actually happened. 



The Absence of Late Theological Reflection
No attempt is made to describe the resurrection or give details of how it happened 

There is no indication of joy on the part of witnesses, only surprise and fear

No attempt is made to introduce theological motifs which came to prominence later in the church


Fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, the dawning of the new age, Jesus decent into hell, Christological titles applied to Jesus, reflection on the nature of Jesus’ corporeality

The narrative has not been changed. It is a primitive record that does not indicate developed theological reflection


Explaining the Empty Tomb



How does one explain the fact that the tomb was empty? 

A good case has been presented that the empty tomb was not a late addition but an early fact

Almost no one of reputation today holds that Jesus did not die on the cross or that the disciples went to the wrong tomb


If the enemies of Jesus had stolen the body, they could have produced it or alluded to the fact that they had taken it. 



No evidence exists that the Jews ever used this strategy against the early church

Their counterarguments implies that they did not take Jesus’ body

Did Jesus’ disciples steal the body and make up a tale about the resurrection?

No New Testament scholar goes this route, but often popular audiences raise this objection

1. The disciple has nothing to gain by lying and starting a new religion


They faced hardship, ridicule, hostility, and martyrs’ deaths.


In light of this, they could have never sustained such unwavering motivation if they knew what they were preaching was a lie. 

2. These men where Jewish theists

It seem easy for a modern agnostic to make up a new religion for gain

But for the first century Jew, such as act was tantamount to lying against the God of Israel, as Paul himself argues in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19

Lying against God and perverting his revelation would mean risking the damnation of one’s soul to hell.

Would such a person risk eternal torment for a few years of prestige as a leader of a new religion? 

3. The picture of Jesus was not in keeping with current conceptions of what the Messiah would be like (a theocratic ruler who would deliver Israel from Gentile oppression) and it would have been hard to convince others of its truth.

4. If the empty tomb and resurrection was a fabrication, why did not at least one of the disciples break away from the rest and start his own version of Christianity?

If motivation was involved in the fabrication, one is hard pressed to explain the continued unity of the early leaders, in light of the human tendency to want to promote oneself. 

Those who lie for personal gain do not stick together very long, especially when hardships decreases the benefits
The assumption that they were all committed to the truth of their message is the only adequate explanation of their continued unity.

The Tomb of Jesus was empty, and intellectual integrity requires one to admit that naturalistic explanations are simply inadequate. The most reasonable explanation of the empty tomb is the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.

The conversion of James and Paul

The impossibility of Hallucinations

The disciples would not have been in a frame of mind to expect a resurrection, they would not have been in a state of expectation and longing necessary for hallucinations to take place.

It is a feature of hallucinations that they do not receive an interpretation which is entirely new.

They combine (in a new way, perhaps) the beliefs already present in the collective subconscious of the person having the hallucination. 


This still does not explain Paul and James 
Jesus didn’t really die


What would have had to take place in order for this story to have happened? 


Paul and James conversion? 

