
The Grave Could Not Hold Him 
Luke 23:50 – 24:8 

 
 
Introduction: 
 
1. Top 10 Most Visited Gravesites 
 10.  Oscar Wilde (Paris) 
 9. Bruce Lee (Seattle) 
 8. Mark Twain (NY) 
 7. Frank Sinatra (Palm Springs) 
 6. Princess Diana (England) 
 5. Marilyn Monroe (L.A.) 
 4. Jim Morrison (Paris) 
 3. Elvis Presley (Memphis) 
 2. William Shakespeare (Strattford-upon-Avon) 
 1. Michael Jackson (Hollywood) 

https://www.toptenz.net/top-10-most-visited-famous-grave-sites.php 
 
2. Lincoln’s Tomb 
 

• This tomb is clearly occupied and guarded by the National Park system. 
• As much as Lincoln was a great man and we could use him today, he’s not alive anymore. 
• On our tour, we were told to silence our phones because people pray at his grave.  It made 

me wonder if it’s a meaningful place to pray to God or if they were praying to Lincoln. 
 

• Ie/ Lincoln’s burial was actually much debated.  
o Mrs. Lincoln wanted him buried in Chicago or in a crypt in the U.S. Capital that was 

originally prepared for Washington D.C. 
o Springfield, IL really wanted Lincoln to be buried in his hometown – Robert 

persuaded his mother to let Abe be buried in his hometown 
o The City of Springfield, IL wanted his grave to be prominent and visible. 
o There was a 6 acre hill owned by Col. Thomas Mather – the city thought this would 

be a great tourist destination 
o Mary wanted a quieter place – the Oak Hill Cemetery  
o There was still much debate after her decision.  They still continued construction for 

a public monument on Mather’s vault and the government argued to have Lincoln 
buried in D.C. or Chicago.  But Mrs. Lincoln was resolute on his burial place. 

 
3. Chingming Festival 
 

• Today is not only Resurrection Day but also for many in 
the Chinese Culture, it is the Ching Ming Festival (4/4/21) 

• It is a 2500 year old celebration that was part of the Cold 
Food Festival (Hanshi Festival) that restricted use of fire 
and ate cold food for three days. 

• Emperor Xuanzong, from the Tang Dynasty, believed that 
extravagant celebrations ancestor worship needed to be 
restrained so he proclaimed that ancestor worship can only done at the Chingming Festival 

https://www.toptenz.net/top-10-most-visited-famous-grave-sites.php


• Chingming literally means “pure” and “bright” 
• Today, family’s would clean the gravestone or tidy up the gravesite 
• Family’s would make an offering to their ancestor = food, burning “hell money”, burning 

paper replicas of homes, cars and luxury items for use in the afterlife 
• The family would pray to the ancestor to bless them 
• Then a picnic, some fly kites 
• A balance of sadness and joy, a ying/yang 
Picture: https://www.chineseamericanfamily.com/qingming-festival-history-folklore/ 

 
• The honoring of ancestors is virtuous, but the dependence upon the deceased 

ancestor is idolatry. 
• The difference between Ancestor Worship and Christianity is that in Ancestor 

Worship you’re depending on an ancestor who is dead in their tomb while 
Christianity is dependent upon the God-Man who resurrected from His tomb. 

 
 
1. The Tomb Was Clearly Known – There Was No Locational Mistake (23:50-52) 

23:50 Now there was a man named Joseph, from the Jewish town of Arimathea. He was a member 
of the council, a good and righteous man, 51 who had not consented to their decision and action; 
and he was looking for the kingdom of God. 52 This man went to Pilate and asked for the body 
of Jesus.  
 
• Famous people with unmarked graves:  Mozart, John Wayne, John Belushi 
• But Jesus’ tomb was clearly known and identified 

 
Joseph: 

 
• Arimathea 

o Arimathea was probably where Joseph was born and raised since he probably lived 
in Jerusalem because he was a Sanhedrin and owned a tomb there 

o Arimathea is also called Ramathaim Sophim in the Hebrew Bible and by Eusebius 
o Arimathea is in Ephraim where Samuel was born and where David met Samuel 

 
• Rich (Mt 27:57) 

o Owned a tomb – and he personally took care of the burial of Christ 
o This tomb was probably not for his personal burial – a wealthy person probably 

would not have wanted to be buried so close to a government execution site – but 
he owned it and gave it up for Christ 

 
• Council 

 
Mark 15:43a Joseph of Arimathea,  a respected member of the council 
 
o He was also a member of the Sanhedrin (ruling party of the Jews) 
o He was a minority follower of Christ, not part of the majority that wanted Jesus 

crucified 
 

o Simeon told Mary in Luke 2:34 that “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and 
rising of many in Israel” 



 While many Jews rejected Christ, many believed – Joseph was one of them 
 

• Good and Righteous 
o He was a disciple of Christ 
 
Mark 15:43b who was also himself looking for the kingdom of God 

 
• Religious Conviction and Moral Dissent 

o V. 51 who had not consented to their decision and action; 
o Several commentators deduce Joseph was absent in the evening trial when Christ 

appeared before the Sanhedrin and they voted unanimously for his conviction 
(Darrell Bock, Luke, Vol. 2, Baker Exegetical Commentary of the New Testament, p. 
1874) 

 
• Asked Pilate 

52 This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 53 Then he took it down and 
wrapped it in a linen shroud and laid him in a tomb cut in stone, where no one had ever 
yet been laid. 

 
o He personally asked Pilate for permission to take down Christ’s body 
o Pilate was shocked that Christ had died so quickly (Mk 15:44-45 – “Pilate couldn’t 

believe that Jesus was already dead” NLT) 
o Darrell Bock:  “Roman policy, when it was compassionate, did not refuse burial to 

relatives or to anyone who asked for the body (The Digest of Justinian 48.24). 
Jewish attitudes depended on the nature of the crime, but the situation of Jesus was 
in Roman hands (for reasons why the release of the body was politically safe” (p. 
1876) 

 
o John 19:39 also notes that Nicodemus is helping him 

 
• Jesus died a humiliating crucifixion but was honored in his death by Joseph 

 
• We have a well known Jewish leader – his actions and real estate transactions would be 

watched and publicized 
• We have a freshly cut tomb clearly belonging to Joseph that could not be tampered with – 

even the Romans put a seal on the tomb punishable by death 
• If the ladies went to the wrong tomb, the critics only had to point out the correct tomb to 

deny Christ’s resurrection 
 

 
 
2. The Tomb Was Hewn – There Was No Deceptive Option (23:53) 

53 Then he took it down and wrapped it in a linen shroud and laid him in a tomb cut in stone, 
where no one had ever yet been laid. 

 
Matthew 27:60 new tomb which he had hewn out of the rock 

 
• Hugh Schonfield detail his belief in The Passover Plot that Jesus was revived from an 

appearance of death (Swoon theory). 



• Philosopher Robert Greg Cavin argues that Jesus had a twin brother named Hurome, who 
was separated from Jesus at birth.  Hurome sees his long lost twin on the cross and 
assumes Jesus’ identity after stealing the body on the cross. 

• John Dominic Crossnan, from the Jesus Seminar, believes that Jesus’ body was exhumed 
then consumed by wild dogs. 

• Judaism believes the resurrection never happened 
• Muslims deny that Christ was crucified, thus never being resurrected. 

 
• The tomb was hewn out of a huge rock face 
• Matthew 27:60 – cave was a massive rock (petra), hewn out, solid 
• The only access is the entrance (3-5 ft high) 
• Door was a boulder so large it had to be rolled 
• A boulder 3-5 feet in diameter would weigh almost 2 tons – pretty strong dead guy, huh 
• The Roman seal was a clay packing with official signet from Roman governor 
• If broken, it would be investigated 
• When the person who broke it is found, they were crucified upside down 
• Only God would break a government seal 
• If Jesus wasn't really dead, then he would have waken up weak after bleeding from 5 

major wounds (2 pierced hands, 2 pierced feet, and 1 thorn crowned head), wiggle out of 
75-100 lbs of embalming spices and mummy wrap, push or leg press a stone that weighed 
thousands of pounds, getting past Roman guards who were elite fighting machines, then 
expected thousands of people to follow.  Him looking like a emaciated, punctured victim. 
 

• There were no secret entries to sneak the body out 
• There was only one way in and that was past the guards 

 
Matthew 27:65-66  Pilate said to them, “You have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it as secure 
as you can.” So they went and made the tomb secure by sealing the stone and setting a guard. 

 
• There were critics among the Chief Priests and Pharisees who remembered Jesus’ claim of 

resurrecting 
• They asked for a sealed tomb with Roman guards 
• They feared the disciples would steal the body of Christ to propagate His resurrection 
• Yet, the disciples were in disarray – they fled, Peter went fishing 

 
• Pilate told them to use their guards:  2 possibilities 

 
• Temple guards - Josh McDowell describes this guard as 27 units of 10 men per unit (270 

total men).  Their discipline was so good that if one fell asleep, he was beaten and burned.  
Each guard was forbidden to sit down or lean against something when on duty. 

 
• Roman guards - McDowell notes that Pilate probably wanted to insure peace with the Jews 

by giving them what they wanted.  This Roman guard would have come from the Roman 
Legion, probably one of the greatest offensive and defensive fighting machines ever 
conceived. 

 
• Ie/ There was an attempt to steal Lincoln’s body 

o The tomb was completed in 1874.  Lincoln was placed in a white marble 
sarcophagus behind a locked gate 



o James “Big Jim” Kennally, a Chicago counterfeiter, planned to steal the body and 
use it to trade for the freedom of his plate engraver who was imprisoned at the 
Illinois State Penitentiary and $200,000 ($4.5 million in today’s money) 

o Kennaly’s attempt was unsuccessful because his helpers were paid government 
informants (Wikipedia) 

 
 
Josh McDowell’s Reasons (from The Resurrection Factor) That Christ’s Tomb Was Either: 

Occupied 
Unknown Tomb Wrong Tomb Legend Spiritual Resurrection Hallucinations 

OR 
Empty Through Natural Causes 

Stolen By Disciples Moved By Authorities Swooned (Faked Death) Hidden By Joseph Of Arim. 
OR 

Empty Through Supernatural Causes 
Supernatural → Bodily Resurrection → He Is Risen 

 
 

3. The Tomb Was Found Empty By Women – There Was No Historical Embellishment 
(23:43 – 24:5) 
54 It was the day of Preparation, and the Sabbath was beginning. 55 The women who had come 
with him from Galilee followed and saw the tomb and how his body was laid. 56 Then they 
returned and prepared spices and ointments. On the Sabbath they rested according to the 
commandment. 24:1 But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they went to the tomb, taking 
the spices they had prepared. 2 And they found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3 but 
when they went in they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. 4 While they were perplexed 
about this, behold, two men stood by them in dazzling apparel. 5 And as they were frightened 
and bowed their faces to the ground, the men said to them, “Why do you seek the living among 
the dead?  

 
• The Women at the Tomb 

o Mt 27:61 – Mary Magdalene and the other Mary 
o Mark 16:1 – Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Salome 
o Luke 23:55 – 24:2 – the women 
o Luke 24:10 – Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joanna 
o Jn 20:1 – Mary Magdalene 

 
• The testimony of women were not permitted in the court of law 
• For the Bible to use women as the primary witness could not be a twisting of truths 
• If the Gospel writers (all 4) were making this up, they wouldn’t have used women as the first 

witnesses  
 

o Habermas & Licona:  “When we come to the account of the empty tomb, women 
are listed as the primary witnesses. They are not only the first witnesses mentioned. 
They are also mentioned in all four gospels, whereas male witnesses appear only 
later and in two gospels. This would be an odd invention, since in both Jewish and 
Roman cultures, woman were lowly esteemed and their testimony was regarded as 
questionable, certainly not as credible as a man's.” Gary R. Habermas; Michael R. 
Licona. The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus (Kindle Locations 645-649). Kindle 
Edition. 



 
o “Sooner let the words of the Law be burnt than delivered to women.” 

(Talmud, Sotah 19a)  
 

o “But let not the testimony of women be admitted, on account of the levity 
and boldness of their sex, nor let servants be admitted to give testimony on account 
of the ignobility of their soul; since it is probable that they may not speak truth, 
either out of hope of gain, or fear of punishment.” (Josephus, Antiquities 4.8.15)  

 
o “Any evidence which a woman [gives] is not valid (to offer), also they are 

not valid to offer. This is equivalent to saying that one who is Rabbinically 
accounted a robber is qualified to give the same evidence as a woman.” 
(Talmud, Rosh Hashannah 1.8) 
 

o “The world cannot exist without males and without females – happy is he whose 
children are males, and woe to him whose children are females.” (Talmud, 
Kiddushin 82b) 
 

o Tim Keller:  “Celsus, a Greek philosopher who lived in the second century A.D., was 
highly antagonistic to Christianity and wrote a number of works listing arguments 
against it. One of the arguments he believed most telling went like this: Christianity 
can’t be true, because the written accounts of the resurrection are based on the 
testimony of women—and we all know women are hysterical. And many of Celsus’ 
readers agreed: For them, that was a major problem. In ancient societies, as you 
know, women were marginalized, and the testimony of women was never given 
much credence. 
 
“Do you see what that means? If Mark and the Christians were making up these 
stories to get their movement off the ground, they would never have written women 
into the story as the first eyewitnesses to Jesus’ empty tomb. The only possible 
reason for the presence of women in these accounts is that they really were present 
and reported what they saw. The stone has been rolled away, the tomb is empty 
and an angel declares that Jesus is risen.”  (“Tim Keller On The Resurrection,” 
Relevant Magazine, April 11, 2011, 
http://archives.relevantmagazine.com/god/deeper-walk/features/25243-a-case-for-
resurrection) 

 
• The women were: 
 

o Faithful  
 Even when the disciples returned to fishing, the women faithfully tended to 

Jesus 
 

o Worshipful 
 They honored Jesus in His death 

 
o Serving 

 They helped Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus in preparing the body of 
Jesus for burial 



 
o Courageous 

 There was a clear role reversal with the Roman soldiers afraid and the 
women being brave 

 
 
4. The Tomb Was Empty – There Was A Physical Resurrection (24:6-8) 

6 He is not here, but has risen. Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, 7 that 
the Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men and be crucified and on the third 
day rise.” 8 And they remembered his words, 9 and returning from the tomb they told all these 
things to the eleven and to all the rest. 

 
Romans 6:9 9knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no 
longer has dominion over Him. 

 
Acts 2:24 24whom God raised up, having loosed the pains of death, because it was not 
possible that He should be held by it. 

 
• Death is conquered! 
• Sin is defeated! 

 
• Ie/ All the fears we have and disputes we have over Covid are covered in the death and 

resurrection of Christ – we don’t have to fear death 
 
• Ie/ All the sin that inspires prejudice and racial violence has an answer.  Forgiveness, 

reconciliation and victory. 
 
• Ie/ All we have done wrong before God has been paid for if we put our trust in the death 

of Christ that paid for our sin and His resurrection as the ultimate proof of our salvation. 
 
• Trust Christ as Savior! 

 
• A.W. Tozer:  “We understand and acknowledge that the Resurrection has placed a glorious 

crown upon all of Christ’s sufferings!” 
 
 
Conclusion: 
 
1. The historical evidence for Christ’s resurrection is solid.  Will you put your faith in 

the risen Christ as your Savior? 
 

John 11:25 25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me, 
though he may die, he shall live. 

 
• Skeptics often ask believers to prove the resurrection of Christ through scientific method.  

But scientific method only works on objects or events that are repeatedly observable.  
History is unable to be repeated.  Thus, the reliability of historical evidence must be what is 
taken into evaluation.  You can not prove Julius Caesar or Buddha’s existence and history 
through scientific method.  Reliable historic records are needed in these cases. 



 
• “I know pretty well what evidence is and I tell you, such evidence as that for the 

resurrection has never broken down yet.”  (John Singleton Copley, 3x High Chancellor of 
England) 

 
 
2. Are you looking for hope or help from those still in the grave?  Put your faith in 

Christ who has arisen to be our Lord and Savior!! 
  

Colossians 3:1-2 1If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, 
where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. 2Set your mind on things above, not on things 
on the earth. 

 
• Watchman Nee:  “Our old history ends with the cross; our new history begins with the 

resurrection.” 


