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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Today we meet Joseph of Arimathea.  Our lesson begins,  

 Now there was a man named Joseph, a member of the Council, 
a good and upright man, who had not consented to their decision and 
action.  He came from the Judean town of Arimathea and he was 
waiting for the kingdom of God. 

Joseph was, Luke tells us, a "member of the Council."  The Council here is 

the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court that was made up of priests, 

Pharisees and scribes.  And he was more that a regular member.  Mark tells 

us that he was a "prominent" member.  He was distinguished.  Highly 

respected.  His words carried weight.  Now Joseph hadn't consented to the 

actions of the Sanhedrin in the trial of Jesus.  As we have seen in our study 

of that trial, illegalities and procedural irregularities tainted the trial from the 

time of the arrest through to the conviction.  The trial was a travesty.  But we 

also know, from the Gospel of Mark, that the verdict against Jesus was 

carried unanimously among the members of the court.  Does that mean there 

is a discrepancy in Scripture, here?  No.  There are two possibilities.  Joseph 

might have been out of town at the time of the trial.  He might have been 

home in Arimathea, a town some 20 miles northwest of Jerusalem.  On the 

other hand, the members of the Sanhedrin might have kept Joseph in the 

dark about the trial, suspecting that if he were present, because of his 



rectitude and integrity, he would be able to prevent them from carrying out 

their scheme.   

 We know something else about him.  As well as being good and 

upright, he was "waiting for the kingdom of God."  What does this mean?  It 

means that Joseph was a disciple of Christ.  Now he was a secret disciple.  In 

the Gospel of John we read, "Now Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, but 

secretly because he feared the Jews."  The "Jews" referred to here are the 

members of the council, the Sanhedrin.  And Joseph's fear was due to a 

policy they had adopted to excommunicate the followers of Jesus.  It says in 

John 12, "Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in 

him.  But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear 

they would be put out of the synagogue."    

 Beloved, at times followers of Christ are found in the most unlikely of 

places.  There are Christians in Saudi Arabia and in Kuwait.  There are 

Christians in North Korea.  Psalm 83 (KJV) speaks of the "hidden ones" of 

God.  In the Song of Songs we hear of a "lily among thorns".  When Elijah 

was fleeing from Queen Jezebel, thinking that his life was forfeit and his 

work had been fruitless, God informed him that there were yet in Israel 



7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal--7,000 followers of the Lord of 

whom Elijah had known nothing.  J. C. Ryle draws this lesson. 

 Let us learn from the case of Joseph of Arimathea, to be 
charitable and hopeful in our judgements.  All is not barren in this 
world, when our eyes perhaps see nothing.  There may be some latent 
sparks of light when all appears dark.   

  

 Joseph of Arimathea was a secret disciple.  At least he was a secret 

disciple for the moment.  The death of Jesus was about to change all that.  

Our lesson continues: 

 Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus' body.  Then he took it down, 
wrapped it in linen cloth and placed it in a tomb cut in the rock, one in 
which no one had yet been laid.   

Asking for Jesus' body was a risky business.  First of all, according to 

Roman law those condemned to death also lost the right to burial.  They 

were not to be acknowledged or honoured in death in any way.  Second, 

Pilate had little love for the members of the Sanhedrin, as we have seen.  

And just a little earlier he had refused their request to change the sign over 

Christ's head.  The sign said, "This is the King of the Jews."  The Sanhedrin 

wanted it changed to read, "This man claims to be King of the Jews."  Pilate 

told them to get lost.  And third, by asking for the body Joseph was openly 

professing before the world that he had become a believer in Christ.  And 

note this too.  While Jesus was alive, Joseph was timid.  Afraid to stand up 



for Jesus publicly.  Now that Jesus had died and it seemed to all the world 

that his life had ended in miserable failure, Joseph steps forward.  It is clear 

that the Holy Spirit is working in his heart.  And not in his only, but in 

Nicodemus' heart too.  You remember that Nicodemus was the member of 

the Sanhedrin who came to Jesus by night.  Jesus said to him that he must be 

born again.  I believe it happened, for Nicodemus helped Joseph take the 

body of the Lord from the cross.  Nicodemus bought the spices and aloes to 

prepare the body.  He and Joseph both ensure the Lord was given a proper 

burial, according to Jewish burial customs.   

 I want to make two points about what is going on here.  First of all, 

Jesus was buried, as the Catechism says, "to confirm the fact that he was 

really dead."  I can't stress how important this is.  You see, if Christ had not 

died, there would be no gospel--no good news.  We would all still be in our 

sins and standing under condemnation.  Here is J. C. Ryle. 

 Nothing short of his death could have paid man's debt to God.  
His incarnation, and sermons, and parables, and miracles, and sinless 
obedience to the law, would have availed nothing, if he had not died.  
The penalty threatened to the first Adam, was death eternal in hell.  If 
the second Adam had not really and actually died in our stead, as well 
as taught us truth, the original penalty would have continued in full 
force against Adam and all his children.  It was the life-blood of Christ 
which was to save our souls. 
 For ever let us bless God that our great Redeemer's death is a 
fact beyond all dispute.  The centurion who stood by the cross, the 
friends who took out the nails, and laid the body in the grave, the 



women who stood by and beheld, the priests who sealed up the grave, 
the soldiers who guarded the sepulcher, all, all are witnesses that Jesus 
actually was dead.  The great sacrifice was really offered.  The life of 
the Lamb was actually taken away.  The penalty due to sin, has 
actually been discharged by our Divine Substitute.  Sinners believing 
in Jesus may hope and not be afraid.  In themselves they are guilty.  
But Christ hath died for the ungodly; and their debt is now completely 
paid. 

 The death of Jesus is indisputable.  That is not to say that people don't 

try.  There have been outrageous lies taught about Jesus from the beginning.  

Some say that Jesus didn't really die; he merely swooned.  On the cross he 

went into a coma and once he was placed in the cool tomb he revived.  He 

then managed to roll the stone away, overcome the guards and pretend to be 

the resurrected Lord by limping back into the city and appearing to his 

disciples.  If you believe that it is only because you want to believe it.  You 

have placed yourself beyond the boundaries of reason. 

 Some say that a person died on the cross--but it wasn't Jesus.  They 

say it was Simon of Cyrene.  Simon was the man who was drafted by the 

Roman guards to help Jesus carry the cross to Calvary.  When they got to the 

top of the hill, so the theory goes, Simon was accidentally crucified instead 

of Jesus because of all the hubbub and confusion.  Now if you want to 

believe this you also have to believe the Roman soldiers couldn't tell the 



difference between a man they had just picked out of the crowd and a man 

who had been beaten and tortured and who had a crown of thorns on his 

head.  And there is this too.  Cyrene is in Northern Africa.  Simon was most 

likely a black man.   

 Now those who hold onto this view have come to see how it is 

laughable, so they have come up with a new twist.  Yes, someone else was 

crucified in the place of Jesus, but it wasn't Simon of Cyrene--it was Jesus' 

secret identical twin brother.  When people descend this deeply into 

unreason, all there is left to say is that they are utterly committed to the 

denial of the truth of God.  There is a hymn that says, "I'd rather have Jesus 

than silver and gold."  These people would rather have anything except 

Jesus.   

 Beloved, there is no other explanation for the last 2,000 years of 

history.  Jesus died.  He was buried.  He rose again from the dead.  If it 

hadn't happened, the disciples would not have been transformed.  After Jesus 

died they were timid rabbits.  The only thing they wanted to do was to 

escape the wrath of the authorities and to try and get their old lives back.  

After he rose and appeared to them, they became bold and confident 

proclaimers of the gospel even at the cost of their own shed blood.  And 



through this proclamation they changed the world.  This is how the Apostle 

Paul summarizes the message in I Corinthians: 

 For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: 
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was 
buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 
and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.   

 First, then, Christ was buried to confirm the fact that he was dead, that 

the wages of sin had actually been paid in full.  The second point to make is 

this.  It is clear that the providential hand of God is at work here.  Things are 

not happening according to chance; they are happening according to the set 

plan of God, a plan that had been unchangeably decreed before the creation 

of the world.  How do we know this?  Because everything that is taking 

place has already been foretold and written down in the Bible.   

 The body of Christ was laid in a tomb cut in rock, a tomb that had 

never before been used.  Why is this important?  Because it is a fulfillment 

of Scripture, of Psalm 16, a psalm written by David some one thousand 

years before the crucifixion.   

Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; 
My body also will rest secure, 

Because you will not abandon me to the grave 
Nor will you let your Holy One see decay. 

You have made know to me the path of life; 
You will fill me with joy in your presence, 



With eternal pleasures at your right hand.   

That the heavenly Father would not let the Son "see decay" points not only 

to the resurrection but also to the pristine nature of Joseph's tomb.  It had 

never contained moldering flesh and bones.  It was clean.  It was a suitable 

chamber for our Lord as he awaited the Resurrection day.   

 And there is this as well.  In Isaiah 53, a chapter of Scripture that 

describes the crucifixion and death of Jesus, we find this prediction: 

 He was assigned a grave with the wicked and with the rich in 
his death.   

"He was assigned a grave with the wicked."  The Lord was crucified 

between two criminals.  Two bandits.  And as one of them confessed, "We 

are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve."  They were 

wicked men.  Not too wicked for God's grace, for one of the two was saved.  

But wicked nevertheless.  "And with the rich in his death."  How unlikely 

this is.  A criminal's death is coupled with a rich man's tomb.  And yet that is 

exactly what happened.  Jesus was placed in a rich man's tomb.  Down to the 

last detail we see the Scriptures being fulfilled.   

Let's look at the rest of the lesson.   

 It was Preparation Day, and the Sabbath was about to begin.  
The women who had come with Jesus from Galilee followed Joseph 
and saw the tomb and how his body was laid in it.  Then they went 



home and prepared spices and perfumes.  But they rested on the 
Sabbath in obedience to the commandment.   

Jesus died at about three o'clock in the afternoon.  The Sabbath Day began at 

sunset Friday, at approximately six o'clock.  There was only a short time to 

get Jesus' body down from the cross, get it washed and wrapped in linen and 

get it sealed in the tomb.  As Joseph and Nicodemus did this work, the 

women watched.  They followed to the tomb.  They saw where Jesus was 

placed.  And then they went home to make their own preparations.  There 

were spices and perfumes they had to get ready to anoint the body of their 

Lord.  They wanted to honour him too, to the best of their ability. 

 But notice this.  When the Sabbath came, they put the spices and 

perfumes down.  They stopped working on the ointments they would use to 

anoint the body of Jesus.  They didn't go to the graveyard.  Instead, "they 

rested on the Sabbath in obedience to the commandment."  That points 

unmistakably to the importance of the Lord's Day.  The Lord's Day is a day 

that is different from the rest of the week.  It is a day in which we are to rest 

from the ordinary work-a-day world and turn our hearts to God and to the 

things of God, to worship, to rest and to deeds of love and mercy.  That is 

why, for example, the evening service strikes me as being so important and 

such an avenue of blessing.  Let me explain why.  If we worship only in the 



morning, the temptation is to say, "I have fulfilled my obligations.  The rest 

of the day belongs to me.  I can do whatever I want."  If, however, we 

worship in the morning and the evening, we have put a frame around the 

whole day which says to us, "This is a day belonging to God and given over 

to the things of God.  It is a day belonging to God which has graciously been 

given to us for our spiritual nurture and blessing.  Let us honour this day by 

using it as God would have us.  Let us seek the purposes of the Lord.  

Beloved, when we begin and end the Lord's Day with worship, we 

experience true rest, refreshment and blessing.  We recover from the week 

that has gone by.  We are prepared for the week that lies ahead.  God has 

designed us this way. 

  

 Think again of the women who rested on that Sabbath Day so long 

ago.  Imagine what would have happened if they hadn't obeyed the 

commandment that day.  If they had gone to the grave on the Sabbath, they 

would have been confronted by Roman soldiers.  They would have been met 

by a stone blocking the tomb that was much too large for them to remove.  

Their efforts would have proven useless.  They would have won nothing but 

frustration and anxiety.  But they were obedient to the command and 

obedience to God is always blessed.  Let me repeat that.  Obedience to God 

is always blessed.  Sometimes it is blessed immediately.  Sometimes it is 



blessed only when we go from this life to the next.  But it is always blessed.  

And the reverse is true.  Disobedience is always cursed.  A price is always 

paid.  It might be paid immediately.  It might be paid in the next life.  But it 

will be paid.  In any event, when the women went to the tomb early Sunday 

morning, their obedience was honoured and they were blessed: the guards 

were gone, the stone was rolled away and the Lord had already risen.   It was 

just as he had said.   

 The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the 
elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and 
on the third day be raised to life.   

 Beloved, listen to this promise and by faith make sure it is yours: 

 Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those 
who have fallen asleep.  For as by a man came death, by a man has 
come also the resurrection of the dead.  For as in Adam all die, so also 
in Christ shall all be made alive. 

In Christ's name.  AMEN. 


