
JOHN 20:1–10. (EHV)
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to 
the tomb. She saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb. So she 
left and ran to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved. “They 
have taken the Lord out of the tomb,” she told them, “and we don’t know where 
they put him!” So Peter and the other disciple went out, heading for the tomb. 
The two were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and got to the 
tomb first. Bending over, he saw the linen cloths lying there, yet he did not go in. 
Then Simon Peter, who was following him, arrived and went into the tomb. He 
saw the linen cloths lying there. The cloth that had been on Jesus’ head was not 
lying with the linen cloths, but was folded up in a separate place by itself. Then 
the other disciple, who arrived at the tomb first, also entered. He saw and 
believed. (They still did not yet understand the Scripture that he must rise from 
the dead.) Then the disciples went back to their homes.

	 Have you ever taken a trip somewhere, thinking it was necessary, but when you got there, 
you found out it wasn’t—at least, not for the reason you had taken it? But maybe you found out 
it was necessary after all for a different reason. It turned out to be both unnecessary and 
necessary at the same time. For example, perhaps you took a trip back into the house because 
you had forgotten something, only to discover you hadn’t forgotten it, but in the process you 
discovered that you had left the oven on or a light on or had left a faucet running. 
	 This morning we hear about a trip Peter and John took to Jesus’s tomb early on Easter 
morning. It was a trip they later found out was completely unnecessary—at least as far as the 
reason they had undertaken it. But as we will see, it was in fact completely necessary for other 
reasons. 

	 John says that Mary Magdalene went to the tomb “early on the first day of the week, 
while it was still dark,” before the sunrise. The sun rises in Jerusalem about 6:30 a.m. this time of 
year. It was therefore probably shortly before 6 when Mary Magdalene headed out for the tomb. 
You can imagine the crisp morning air, perhaps a little too crisp at that early hour, the trees 
budding, the flowers blooming. You can also imagine Mary not paying too much attention to 
these things, because she was still grieved and confused by the death of her master and teacher, 
and because she had an important question on her mind, “Who’s going to roll the big stone away 
from the entrance so that I can anoint Jesus’s body with these spices?” 
	 Matthew, Mark, and Luke inform us that other women were with her, but John does not 
concern himself with them. They do not pertain to his own story, which he wants to share with 
us. 
	 Mary Magdalene approached Golgotha, where Jesus was crucified, and continued past to 
the nearby garden and the new tomb belonging to Joseph of Arimathea where Jesus had been 
laid. But when she cautiously approached and caught sight of the new tomb, she saw no guards 
standing there and the stone was already removed. 
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	 This is where Matthew, Mark, and Luke simply omit some details. Some or all of the 
other women stayed to check out the tomb. But not Mary Magdalene. She probably threw her 
spices into the arms of one of her friends and said, “Here, hold these. I’m going to go tell Peter 
and John.” She turned around and ran back into the city and came to where Simon Peter and 
John were staying. John says here she came to Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved, but that 
is his somewhat anonymous way of describing himself and his close relationship with Jesus. 
	 So now John, the writer of this Gospel, is actually in the Easter morning story. Perhaps 
it’s approaching 6:30, and Mary Magdalene has already been at Jesus’s tomb, and she has come 
back and she has some news for John and Peter: “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and 
we don’t know where they put him!” 
	 John and Peter perk up immediately. They left the place where they were staying and 
headed for the tomb. Now we get some interesting Bible trivia. Both of them were running there, 
but John was running ahead, faster than Peter. We always picture Peter as a man in robust health. 
He was a fisherman. He traveled all around Galilee. He was always the first to speak up. He was 
doubtless in good shape, but apparently John was in better shape. 
	 So John’s legs and heart got him there first, but he stopped at the entrance to the tomb. 
Who knows why he didn’t go in right away? Perhaps he didn’t want Mary Magdalene’s 
suspicions of robbery confirmed. So instead he bent over and looked in. We usually see Jesus’s 
tomb depicted as large enough for a man to enter without hitting his head. Maybe LeBron James 
would hit his head, but not you or I. And it’s got nice and smooth wooden doorframes. It almost 
seems like a person could live there, if necessary. 
	 But the Bible tells us that Joseph of Arimathea had this tomb cut out of the rock himself, 
and it was always meant to be a tomb. Not only that, but he had to be able to roll the stone in and 
out of place too. So he doubtless mined just enough rock out of that formation to place a dead 
body in there without too much trouble. The entrance was low, not high, and it may have had 
some wooden supports, but not anything that you’d throw a “Welcome” doormat in front of. So 
John had to bend over to look into the tomb, and he was able to see where Jesus was laid. 
	 But there was no Jesus. He only saw the linen cloths that Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus had used to wrap Jesus’s dead body. 
	 Now what Peter lacked in speed, he made up for in resolve. He got there huffing and 
puffing maybe a few seconds, maybe a minute after John did, but he didn’t slow down. He bent 
over and went right in for a closer look. He studies the linen cloths lying there, and he studies the 
special cloth which had been around Jesus’s head. These were all normal for a dead person. 
When Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead and Lazarus came out of the tomb, he had strips of 
linen wrapped around his hands and feet and a cloth around his head (John 11:43–44). 
	 But what was not normal was the sense of order. It wasn’t all just lying there in an 
indiscriminate heap. The linen cloths were lying here, and the face cloth was lying there, separate 
from the linen cloths. And not only that, but the face cloth was neatly rolled up to one side. All it 
needed was a little rubber band or ribbon and you could have sold it at Bed Bath and Burials. 

	 This orderly scene showed two things right away, even though it took the disciples time 
to process these things. It first of all showed that the body had not been stolen by anyone, as was 
later rumored by the guards and the Jewish leaders. 
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	 Look at the scene for yourself: Linen cloths here, face cloth rolled up neatly and set to the 
side over there. Let’s imagine that you and a friend decide to go and steal someone’s mattress. 
The owners have a security system, but you disarm it or somehow get past it some other way and 
sneak into the house at night while they’re gone, throw the pillows off, strip the sheets, and grab 
the mattress. But as you’re about to make off with it, your friend says, “Aw, Ralph, we should 
really fold the sheets first, or at least stack the pillows nicely.” 

What will your response be? “Are you out of your mind? We’re stealing a mattress! 
We’ve got it; now let’s just get out of here!” 
	 A robber would not have taken the time to roll up Jesus’s face cloth and place it neatly to 
the side of the other linen cloths. 
	 But there’s even more in this tomb scene. Let’s say you absolutely don’t want anything 
else but the mattress, so you strip even the fitted sheet and the mattress pad and throw them off to 
the side. But when you go to grab the mattress, it is caked and covered all over in dried-up blood 
and puss and other fluids and waste. If for some dumb reason you still really want the mattress, 
what are you going to do? You’re going to put the mattress pad and fitted sheet back on so that 
you don’t have to touch that stuff. 
	 In Jesus’s case, anyone stealing his body would not have even gotten that far. They would 
have been robbing a tomb. Tombs have dead people. Dead people—pardon my bluntness—are 
nasty. You don’t want to touch them, not even right after the mortician is finished with them. And 
slapped, struck, punched, spit on, scourged, thorn-crowned, crucified, and speared dead people 
take that nastiness to a whole new level. That’s why Nicodemus chose to bring about seventy-
five pounds of myrrh and aloes and include them with the body when he and Joseph wrapped it. 
	 Any robber wouldn’t even think about removing Jesus’s burials cloths. No robber had 
taken Jesus. 
	 Second, this orderly scene showed a sense of control. Let’s say—just to make this point 
and for argument’s sake—that in spite of everything Jesus went through he was somehow 
mistaken for dead, and was buried in a coma. If he woke up from a coma in the tomb, his first 
course of action would not have been to quietly strip his burial cloths and neatly roll his face 
cloth up and place it to the side. Even when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, Lazarus came 
out from the tomb looking sort of like a walking dead man, almost like a mummy, with cloths 
still around his hands, feet, and face. 
	 But Jesus was no walking mummy. When he woke up from being dead there in the 
darkness of the tomb, he had full control of the situation and knew exactly where he was and 
what he was doing. This place of death was no longer his master; he was its master. Christ is 
risen! He is risen indeed! 

	 Back to the story, John’s curiosity finally got the better of him. We can imagine Peter 
narrating what he was seeing out loud. It was too much for John, so he went in, too, and saw up 
close everything Peter was seeing. 
	 John concludes his narration of his time in the tomb by saying that he “saw and 
believed,” namely that Jesus had risen from the dead. The evidence was simply too 
overwhelming. 
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	 What a trip to the tomb, huh? But then, just when you’re marveling at everything John 
and Peter got to see, John throws this little word in there that the EHV doesn’t translate, the little 
word “for” or “because.” John saw and believed because he and Peter did not yet know from 
Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead. 
	 It took three days of profound grief, an excited report from a woman early in the 
morning, a spirited morning run of anywhere from half a mile to a couple miles, an examination 
and contemplation from the entrance of the tomb, and an examination and contemplation from 
inside the tomb before John was finally convinced of what had happened. John doesn’t tell us 
about Peter, but Luke does. Luke tells us that after Peter saw all this, he simply went away 
wondering to himself what had happened (Luke 24:12). This special trip didn’t even cause him 
to believe! 
	 In other words, as fascinating as this trip to Jesus’s tomb was, it was completely 
unnecessary. All of this grief and bewilderment, all of this effort on both of their parts could have 
been prevented if they had simply paid attention to the Scriptures and believed the Scriptures. 
The Scriptures said that Jesus had to rise from the dead, and the Scriptures never lie. 
	 In Genesis 15, the LORD told Abraham that for four hundred years his descendants would 
be strangers in a country not their own and enslaved and mistreated, but also that God would 
punish the nation that enslaved them and they would come out with great possessions. Guess 
what happened? 
	 In 1 Kings 13, during the reign of Jeroboam, an anonymous prophet of God prophesied 
that one of David’s descendants would be named Josiah and that he would defile the altars that 
had been set up against God’s will. Guess what happened, long after that man of God died? 
	 In Isaiah 7, Isaiah foretold that a virgin would conceive and bear a son. Guess what 
happened, long after Isaiah’s death? 
	 In Psalm 22, David foretold that God would forsake the Messiah, that his hands and feet 
would be pierced, that people would cast lots for his clothing. Guess what happened? And there 
are countless other examples. 
	 So if David also foretold that God would not abandon the Messiah to the grave or let his 
Holy One see decay, if Isaiah also foretold that after the suffering of his soul the Messiah would 
prolong his days, if virtually all the prophets said that the Messiah’s kingdom would stretch to 
the ends of the earth and would last forever, if Jesus himself raised the dead and promised that 
after three days he would rise again, then what is going to happen to the dead Messiah? He is 
going to come back to life. 
	 Peter and John could have simply returned home on Good Friday in confidence and joy 
and waited for Jesus either to show up on their doorstep or to send them word about where to go 
that Sunday. Instead, this unnecessary trip to the tomb. 

	 But was it unnecessary? Is it unnecessary if John did not believe until after he took that 
trip to the tomb? 
	 Is it unnecessary when the Holy Spirit had John write it down so long after the other three 
Evangelists had already recorded the resurrection of Jesus? 
	 Is it unnecessary when increasing numbers of people today, because of all the fake news, 
trust what nobody tells them except their own experience, especially when it comes to religion? 
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	 Is it unnecessary in an age when people think all religions are basically the same, even 
though the resurrection of Christ, if it’s true, means that they’re not? Is it unnecessary when 
many people think it’s commendable enough just to be going to any Christian church, even 
though if the resurrection of Christ is true, no one’s word should be taken more seriously than 
his, down to the last dotting of the i and crossing of the t? 
	 Is it unnecessary when so many people, including people calling themselves Christians, 
still haven’t figured out that there is nothing more important than the life and ministry of Jesus 
Christ, and no community more important than that of his followers? 
	 Is it unnecessary when every human, you and I included, is born with a sinful nature that 
calls into question everything God says? Is it unnecessary when even as Christians, we still have 
doubts about the wisdom of God’s plans and the sincerity of his love for us? Is it unnecessary 
when even lifelong Christians nearing death still watch it approach with apprehension? 

	 We wretched, sinful people need these assurances and extra testimonies, and Jesus loves 
us wretched, sinful people enough to condescend to our weakness and give them to us. This story 
is not necessary in and of itself, and the trip to the tomb it describes was not necessary in and of 
itself. But out of his great love for us in our weakness, and out of his eternal and immense desire 
that we be saved, Jesus makes it necessary. He told the apostle John in some way, “Take up your 
pen and tell your story for these people, because there are some of them who still don’t believe 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke.” 
	 So he did. And here is the story: Jesus lived a holy life in your place. Jesus suffered the 
punishment for your sin in your place and paid the penalty for all your sins. Jesus died on a cross 
and was buried. And early in the morning on the third day, all the potential grave-robbers in the 
area were still sleeping soundly, but Jesus was not. He had risen from the dead. He had gone to 
war against sin, death, and the devil, and had conquered them. They had no power over him, and 
through him and his work, they have no power over you. 
	 And so it is still necessary to plan for death, because our sinful nature still clings to us, 
and the wages of sin is death. But it is unnecessary to fret over our sins and to worry about the 
future and to worry about death and what will happen afterward. It is unnecessary, because Jesus 
rose from the dead. He had to rise from the dead. He had promised to, and he never lies. 
	 Not to mention that, if John’s trip to the tomb tells us anything, it doesn’t just tell us that 
Christ is risen. It tells us: He is risen indeed! Amen.
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