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Was Jesus buried in a tomb that was later found empty?

AI Response

An excavated first-century Jerusalem rock-cut tomb, shown for historical context—not identified
as Jesus’s tomb.

The most defensible historical answer is: probably, but not with certainty. The
component claims have different levels of support.

Jesus was buried: This is highly probable. The earliest surviving Christian account, Paul’s First
Letter to the Corinthians, preserves an earlier tradition stating that Jesus died, “was buried,” was
raised, and appeared to followers. However, Paul does not name Joseph of Arimathea, specify a
rock-cut tomb, or mention women finding it empty.

Jesus was placed in a particular tomb: Mark, our earliest surviving narrative account, says
Joseph of Arimathea obtained Jesus’s body from Pilate, placed it in a rock-hewn tomb, and sealed
the entrance; women observed where Jesus had been laid. Mark then says they returned after
the Sabbath and found the tomb empty. Most textual scholars conclude that Mark originally
ended at 16:8, with the women fleeing the empty tomb in fear.

The burial story is historically plausible. Archaeologist Jodi Magness argues that it is consistent
with first-century Jewish law and burial archaeology, including the possibility that a wealthier
person could temporarily provide a rock-cut family tomb for someone of modest means.
Nevertheless, some historians question whether Joseph’s role is historical and suggest that Jesus
might instead have received a simpler or communal burial.

The tomb was subsequently found empty: This is plausible but more disputed. All the direct
accounts come from early Christian literature; there is no surviving contemporary governmental,
archaeological, or non-Christian record confirming the discovery. New Testament scholar Dale
Allison judged that respectable arguments exist on both sides, while finding the case for an
empty tomb slightly stronger than the case against it.

So, in descending order of historical confidence:

• Jesus was buried: very likely
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• He was buried in Joseph’s rock-cut tomb: plausible to probable

• That tomb was later found empty: plausible, perhaps somewhat more likely than not,
but genuinely disputed

Even establishing an empty tomb would not, by itself, establish why it was empty. The conclusion
that God raised Jesus from the dead is the Christian explanation of the evidence, not something
the empty-tomb report alone can historically demonstrate.


