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Text 
As evening approached, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a 

disciple of Jesus. 58 Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus' body, and Pilate ordered that it be given to him. 

59 Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, 60 and placed it in his own new tomb that he 

had cut out of the rock. He rolled a big stone in front of the entrance to the tomb and went away. 61 Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb. 62 The next day, the one after 

Preparation Day, the chief priests and the Pharisees went to Pilate. 63 "Sir," they said, "we remember that 

while he was still alive that deceiver said, 'After three days I will rise again.' 64 So give the order for the 

tomb to be made secure until the third day. Otherwise, his disciples may come and steal the body and tell 

the people that he has been raised from the dead. This last deception will be worse than the first." 65 "Take 

a guard," Pilate answered. "Go, make the tomb as secure as you know how." 66 So they went and made the 

tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard. 

28:1 After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to 

look at the tomb. 2 There was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, 

going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3 His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes 

were white as snow. 4 The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men. 5 The 

angel said to the women, "Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. 6 

He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly and 

tell his disciples: 'He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see 

him.' Now I have told you." 8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran 

to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. "Greetings," he said. They came to him, clasped his feet 

and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to 

Galilee; there they will see me." 11 While the women were on their way, some of the guards went into the 

city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. 12 When the chief priests had met with 

the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, 13 telling them, "You are to say, 

'His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.' 14 If this report gets to the 

governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble." 15 So the soldiers took the money and did as 

they were instructed. And this story has been widely circulated among the Jews to this very day. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we looked together at the death of Jesus. We saw how Jesus was cut 

off so that we could be brought in.  Today we look at the companion event to the death of 

Christ and that is the resurrection of Christ.  1 Corinthians 15:3-4 says this complex of 

events, with the burial in between, is the centerpiece of Christianity.  Paul says, “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, [and] that he was raised on the third day according 

to the Scriptures.”  And then he goes on to cite multiple witnesses to the resurrected 
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Jesus.  Christianity is above all else the assertion that Jesus of Nazareth died for sins, was 

buried, and was resurrected.  That’s what we are going to look at today. 

 The first point is that it happened.  If it didn’t happen, then there’s no use in 

discussing anything further.  We’ll talk a little bit about that today.  But if it did happen, 

then we get to explore what it means and what it brings. 

We looked last week at the death of Jesus, at how it wasn’t just any death (two 

others were crucified with him), but that Jesus was bearing the divine punishment for sin 

on behalf of others – the darkness, the scream of despair.  And this propitiation is the 

solution to all the world’s problems: spiritual, physical, social – the curtain in the temple, 

the earthquake and raising back to life of many dead, and the conversion of the Gentile 

and inclusion of women. 

Today we look at Jesus’ burial and resurrection.  The first (the burial), a sad 

event.  The second (the resurrection), a glad event.  We are all aware of the sad things in 

this life.  The Bible is aware of them too.  We aren’t to ignore them.  Have you ever 

buried a loved one?  That’s just one example that illustrates that there is much in this 

world to make us sad.  But I want us to reflect on the resurrection, particularly as it is 

related here, and see the deep gladness it brings.  Christianity doesn’t sugar-coat the pain 

and hurt of life, but it shows us we don’t have to stay there.  There is hope and joy.  At 

the center of the universe there is an event that brings genuine hope and joy. 

As we look at this second to last section of Matthew together today, what we’re 

going to see in short is just this: the resurrection of Christ is the ultimate source of joy 

in this world. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Joseph and the Burial 
 Last week we left off with the women disciples of Jesus watching from a distance 

as Jesus, the only truly innocent one ever, hung in agony on the cross.  Starting at noon 

the darkness of divine judgment descended upon the scene and at 3:00 PM Jesus died as a 

sinner, finishing the work of redemption, absorbing and exhausting God’s wrath and 

judgment for the sins of whoever is united to Christ by faith.  But on the surface, at the 

time, for many, it must have just seemed like an utter tragedy.  These women who had 

loved Jesus and cared for him must have been grief stricken beyond description. 

 Mourning, the natural response to someone’s death and a big part of the ancient 

Near Eastern culture, was not permitted for someone who was executed as a criminal.  

The women kept a safe distance, but they could hear him cry out and finally slump over, 

lifeless.  We read elsewhere that Jesus’ chest cavity was stabbed with a spear to make 

sure he was dead (Jn. 19:34).  The women watched all this with heavy hearts, a sword 

piercing their own souls too (cf. Lk. 2:35). 

Roman custom was to leave those crucified for treason on the cross for days so all 

could see and take note while the bodies rotted – a kind of deterrent.  Jewish custom (Dt. 

21:22-23) prescribed burial before sundown for the bodies of those executed for a capital 

crime.  Strings were pulled so that Jesus could be buried.  And the women were right 

there watching their dear Jesus’ corpse as it was entombed.  Have you been at a graveside 

ceremony when they lower the casket into the ground?  It’s perhaps the hardest part of it 

all; the finality of death sinks in.  Actually though, they don’t even put the dirt back into 
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the hole these days until all the family and friends have left, partly I reckon because they 

think it would be emotionally too hard to handle.  But the women watched as a big stone 

was rolled in front of Jesus’ tomb.  He was gone, “cut off from the land of the living” (Is. 

53:8). 

Death is the chief and universal example, but there is much in this world that is 

sorrowful.  Already in my short life I have had a sibling die, contracted a chronic illness 

that once made me lose 50 lbs and feel as if I was going to die.  I’ve had my best friend, 

the best man in my wedding become a pastor and then walk away from the faith in anger, 

radically altering our friendship.  I’ve had a hand in firing someone that then went and 

committed suicide.  Those are just some examples of a world that’s not hunky dory.  I’ve 

walked closely with enough other people whose pain corroborates this fact – abuse is 

suffered, marriages fall apart, children run away, dreams are shattered.  The longer you 

live the more stories like that you compile. 

So there is tragedy.  But there is also just heartache.  If you don’t know what 

melancholy is or suppress or deny those feelings, that’s not a good thing but a deficiency.  

A fully human life in this world, sadly, involves pain.  We can’t stick our heads in the 

sand.  Constant elation is unhealthy and odd.  “The heart of the wise is in the house of 

mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of mirth” (Eccl. 7:4; ESV).  Christianity 

isn’t just laughing gas; it affirms and embraces the full range of emotions.  Being blue is 

not automatically a sin.  There are things in this world to be sad about and someone in 

tune with God and engaged with reality will know sorrow. 

Yet, I want to point out that even in all that is wrong there is always so much that 

is good.  I’ve often thought that if I was a photographer I’d try to capture the 

juxtaposition in the environment of beauty and ugliness, like a flower growing out of a 

patch of mud or next to a rusted gate.  Where there is evil there is also good right 

alongside it.  Not to diminish the loss on 9/11 but you do realize that on that day 15,000 

people came out of the World Trade Center alive.
1
  God’s grace is everywhere. 

This is even the case in the burial of Jesus.  “As evening approached, there came a 

rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a disciple of Jesus” 

(v. 57).  Mark and Luke tell us that Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling 

Jewish Council.  Someone from the body that condemned Jesus to death had at some 

point in the process become a Christian!  God can save anyone.  And this man, Matthew 

says, was rich.  God can thread a needle with a camel (cf. 19:24).  Something always to 

keep in mind when odds seem overwhelming. 

Well, this rich Joseph had just purchased a plush burial plot for himself in 

Jerusalem.  “Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus’ body, and Pilate ordered that it be given 

to him.  [The day was drawing to a close.]  Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean 

linen cloth, and placed it in his own new tomb that he had cut out of the rock” (vv. 58-

60).  John tells us that he had other helpers.  So Jesus, amidst all the suffering and 

rejection, got a proper burial.  And not just that, but an extravagant one, a fancy 

mausoleum.  Isaiah 53 is one of the most amazing chapters of the OT.  It predicts the 

substitutionary atonement of Jesus with amazing detail and also includes this – “He was 

assigned a grave… with the rich in his death” (Is. 53:9).  God was unfolding his 

sovereign plan even when things seemed the most bleak.  Something else to keep in 

mind. 
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Joseph is an unexpected touch of grace in this story.  Jesus could have been 

dumped in a mass unmarked grave, a hole in the ground.  But he wasn’t.  Joseph’s 

courageous action here “is, like the act of the woman who anointed Jesus in 26:6-13, a 

quite extravagant act of devotion.”
2
  He gave up so much wealth, and even more than that 

he sacrificed his reputation to be associated with Jesus.  When you think everything is 

dark and there is no signs of goodness, when it looks like all have abandoned the cause 

and nobody is left, there is always something good happening.  Even a picture that is full 

of shame and gruesomeness has some beauty. 

 

The Jewish Leaders and the Guard 

 But Joseph of Arimathea was an exception, a clear minority.  The saddest tragedy 

in this world is the deep, intractable resentment in the human heart towards God.  We are, 

apart from God’s grace, stubborn, cold-hearted, and persistent in our determination to 

resist him, even when he is acting to save us!  Nowhere is this illustrated better than in 

the elders, chief priests, and Pharisees.  These leaders had pushed for Jesus’ death and 

now we see how determined they were to keep Jesus done away with.  It’s highly ironic 

that they are so afraid of him, if he’s nothing.  But they were.  And they were bound 

determined to stamp out his memory entirely. 

 “The next day, the one after Preparation Day [that would be Saturday, the 

Sabbath], the chief priests and the Pharisees [were not able to rest so they] went to Pilate.  

‘Sir,’ they said, ‘we remember that while he was still alive that deceiver said, “After three 

days I will rise again.”  So give the order for the tomb to be made secure until the third 

day.  Otherwise, his disciples may come and steal the body and tell the people that he has 

been raised from the dead.  This last deception will be worse than the first’” (vv. 62-64).  

We’ll see who the deceivers actually were in a bit. 

 “‘Take a guard,’ Pilate answered.  ‘Go, make the tomb as secure as you know 

how.’  So they went and made the tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting 

the guard” (vv. 65-66).  The guard was most likely the Sanhedrin-controlled Temple 

police, not a Roman detachment.  Pilate says, “Go ahead, you have a guard at your 

disposal; go for it.” 

 But God is the master at using others’ evil for his good; after all, the crucifixion 

itself was the greatest evil that accomplished the greatest good, right?  But we see it here 

too in this sad scenario.  Listen to how one Bible commentator puts it – “In doing this 

[that is arranging a guard, the leaders] did more than they knew.  They ensured that there 

could be no nonsense about disciples stealing the body when in due course Jesus did rise 

from the dead.  The precautions of his enemies would underline the truth of his 

resurrection.”
3
  Interesting. 

 Skip ahead to vv. 11-15 of ch. 28.  After Jesus’ body was raised we read that the 

guards on duty to secure the tomb went back and reported to the Jewish leaders what had 

happened – the earthquake, the angel, the empty tomb.  The leaders “devised a plan.”  

“They gave the soldiers a large sum of money, telling them, ‘You are to say, “His 

disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.”  If this report 

gets to the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.’  So the soldiers 

took the money and did as they were instructed.  And this story has been widely 

circulated among the Jews to this very day” (vv. 12-15), Matthew adds.  In fact, Justin 
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Martyr writing in the middle of the second century reports that this story was still being 

spread by the Jews. 

“It is ironical,” writes Leon Morris, “that the Jewish authorities themselves were 

now causing the story to be put out that they had caused the guard to be set in order to 

prevent.  They had feared that the body might be stolen and resurrection stories circulated 

on the basis of an empty tomb.  They were now ensuring that precisely those stories were 

circulated, the only difference being that behind the stories was a risen body instead of a 

stolen body.  The Jesus whom they had caused to be slain and put into the tomb was now 

a living reality; all their bribes and lies could do nothing to alter the facts.”
4
  The empty 

tomb is really one of the greatest apologetics available for the truth of Christianity.  

Nobody can or has every refuted it.  Then the question has to be how else do you explain 

the absence of a body?  And when you look at it, no other theory really has merit (i.e. that 

Jesus just swooned on the cross and revived in the tomb or that the disciples managed to 

steal it and then embarked on a massive cover up). 

 Sinful humans, in rebellion against God, will try whatever they can to eliminate 

him and avoid the implications of him, but I find it interesting how resilient Jesus is.  You 

just can’t keep him down… literally and metaphorically.  After 2,000 years he’s still 

inescapable.  This is a cutesy anecdote, the kind I don’t put much stock in at all, but it’s 

kind of funny: in the old East Berlin when they were seeking to remove all the crosses 

from the city the GDR built a massive TV tower as a display of their industrial might, but 

the panels were unintentionally arranged in such a way that whenever the sun shines on it 

there’s an unmistakable cross-shaped light beam presiding over the city.  After the 

Enlightenment and the French Revolution and all that has happened to stamp out God 

from Western Civilization I still can’t go to a coffee shop in Chicago and not overhear 

people talking about him or turn on NPR and listen for a few minutes and not hear some 

story that touches on Christianity.  Isn’t it weird?  And isn’t it fascinating that when the 

Chinese Communists came to power and kicked every Western missionary out of China 

in 1953, from that point on the Christian church in China multiplied exponentially? 

 There is so much that’s sad in this world.  There is so much that is opposed to the 

truth in our hearts.  But the inhumanity of the world and the wickedness of humans can’t 

overcome the indomitable Christ. 

 

The Women and the Resurrection  
Let’s look specifically now at the account of the resurrection because the 

resurrection of Christ is the ultimate source of joy in this world.  It involves some of 

the women who were at Jesus’ death and burial.  Another apologetic for the historicity of 

the resurrection of Jesus is that if you were making up a religion where your hero 

happens to die but then comes back to life, you wouldn’t (in the first century world) have 

the first witnesses to the resurrection be women.  No way.  The testimony of women, 

sadly, was not considered valid in that culture.  So you wouldn’t report the story that way 

unless it was how it happened and you were committed to telling the truth. 

Also, let me acknowledge that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (the four Gospel 

writers) each relate this story with some discrepancies.  Some have pointed to this as 

evidence against their trustworthiness as sources.  But actually, it’s the exact opposite.  

The differences are relatively minor and can be harmonized.  The similarities and 

common elements are significant.  This is how you do good historical research.  When 
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you have “variations in the tellings of an obviously identical story [that] actually attest[s] 

to the reliability of the narratives.  They prove that these are independent accounts, not 

imaginary tales worked out in collusion by the writers.”
5
  If they were trying to pull off a 

hoax they would have gotten together to get their stories perfectly straight.  One NT 

scholar calls what we have here “an intriguing mixture of agreement and independence.”
6
 

Okay, enough defending that it happened.  Now let me try to show you what it 

means.  “After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week [that would be Sunday], 

Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb” (v. 1).  Their world would 

have been torn apart.  They were going with heavy hearts to mourn.  “[Suddenly] there 

was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to 

the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it.  His appearance was like lightning, and his 

clothes were white as snow.  The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and 

became like dead men” (vv. 2-4).  What!?  Angels?  C’mon!  But remember that’s the 

least supernatural thing here and if the most incredible – the resurrection of Jesus – 

happened then we shouldn’t even blink an eye at the assertion that there was one (or two) 

mighty angels there. 

Now why did the angel roll back the heavy stone sealing the tomb?  It was not so 

that Jesus could get out, but so that the women see in.  Presumably Jesus has already 

come back to life just prior to this.  And the Bible maintains that he came back to life 

bodily (the tomb was empty) but in a glorified body, a body unlike the bodies of people 

like Lazarus (Jn. 11:43) and probably those raised when Jesus died (27:52), a body that 

could pass through doors and clothes and stone tombs.  A body that was raised immortal, 

never to die again, to an even higher level of physicality. 

“The angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking 

for Jesus, who was crucified.  He is not here; he is risen, just as he said.  Come and see 

the place where he lay.  Then go quickly and tell his disciples: “He has risen from the 

dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee [see 26:32].  There you will see him.”  Now I 

have told you’” (vv. 5-7).  Here is the angelic announcement that the resurrection has 

happened and the initial evidence of the empty tomb. 

Let’s just parse this statement out a bit because it starts to get us to the 

implications of the resurrection.  “Do not fear…”  Jesus’ resurrection counteracts fear.  

“Just as he said…”  Jesus’ resurrection demonstrates God’s trustworthiness to keep his 

promises.  “Come and see…”  Jesus’ resurrection invites investigation and doesn’t 

demand blind faith or a leap in the dark.  “Go quickly…”  Jesus’ resurrection gives a 

purpose, a mission, a calling to one’s life in this otherwise meaningless world.  One 

person has commented, “the good news is not something to be hugged to oneself.”
7
  

More on that next week.  But can you begin to see how the resurrection is the ultimate 

source of joy?  This is happy, hopeful news the angel is giving. 

“So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to 

tell his disciples” (v. 8).  They still felt fear (wouldn’t you?), but they were beginning to 

be filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy.  “Suddenly Jesus met them.  [We don’t 

just have the empty tomb, we have multiple eye-witnesses claiming to have met the 

resurrected Jesus.]  ‘Greetings,’ he said” (v. 9a).  It’s helpful to know that this word 

translated “Greetings” is not just a hello.  It’s quite literally the word – “Rejoice!”  “Be 

glad!”  It was a greeting, but it was a happy greeting.  Jesus didn’t say, “Boo.”  He didn’t 
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say, “Hey!”  He didn’t just say, “Good morning.”  He greeted them with a beaming smile 

and salutations of joy, cheer.  It was a happy day.  A delight filled meeting. 

And they didn’t approach him with formality or cordiality.  “They came to him, 

clasped his feet and worshipped him” (v. 9b).  “The women’s touch… demonstrates to 

the reader the physical reality of Jesus’ risen body: he is not a ghost.”
8
  And he’s not just 

a ‘walker’ either, a zombie (I watched some of The Walking Dead over the Christmas 

break).  He was Jesus, alive again, not bloodied and beaten to a pulp barely limping 

along.  But strong and full of vitality and joy.  And the scene is one of giddy reunion.  

They clasped his feet and worshipped him.  Awe and intimacy.  Wonder and joy.  Then 

Jesus reiterated, “Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they 

will see me [too]” (v. 10). 

 

Conclusion 
 What does God want us to see today?  The joy of the resurrection.  Not only did it 

happen but the resurrection of Christ is the ultimate source of joy in this world.  In a 

world so tainted by sin what can really calm our fears, fill us with steadfast optimism; 

give us peace and hope?  Only the resurrection.  Yeah, there are little glimmers of good 

spread indiscriminately throughout the world – the silver linings and such, but only if you 

know that there stands behind everything a good and powerful God who has entered into 

our world, dealt with the problem of sin with finality, and then overcome death and evil 

by coming back to life, injecting a future promise into the present reality, only then can 

you really have substantive joy. 

 We have these phrases – “there’s light at the end of the tunnel,” “our best days are 

ahead,” “it gets better,” “the future is bright.”  How can people say this?  Really?  It’s just 

wishful thinking, a true leap in the dark, an unfounded hope.  But Christianity offers the 

only sure hope.  It has the only reason why we should believe the universe is a comedy 

and not a tragedy.  And thus it provides the only solid ground for lasting joy. 

 If Jesus rose from the dead, it proves that his death really did atone for sins.  

Easter proves that Good Friday worked.  And if your sins are taken away, that is a huge 

boon to the soul!  You don’t have to labor to get yourself out from under the unending 

pile of your own sins.  What misery. 

 If we are united to Jesus in his death then we are also united to Jesus in his 

resurrection and ascension.  Our sins are gone and we are positionally raised with Christ 

and seated in him in the heavenly realms.  Meditating on this brings perspective and joy, 

it raises our heads above the clouds so to speak. 

 If Jesus is raised from the dead that means that he is a living being, not just an 

historical person or a principle.  We can have living fellowship with him as a real 

presence in our lives.  He’s alive and active. 

 If Jesus didn’t just stay dead, but came back to a perfected state of life, then that 

means there is a deep power at work in the world.  And Paul says in Ephesians 1 that “his 

incomparably great power [is available] for us who believe.  That power is like the 

working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and 

authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present 

age but also in the one to come” (Eph. 1:19-21).  That power is present and available in 
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our lives.  Things can change.  We are not locked into statistics and the way things have 

always been. 

 If Jesus is raised, we don’t have to fear death.  It doesn’t have to hang over us, 

reaching back into our daily lives sucking joy away from us.  Aging doesn’t have to make 

us bitter and joyless.  “By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise 

us also” (1Cor. 6:14). 

 If Jesus is raised from the dead, though we may feel at times the vanity of 

existence “under the sun” (see Ecclesiastes), our life is ultimately not futile.  After a 

whole chapter on the resurrection Paul concludes in 1 Corinthians 15:58 – “Always give 

yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is 

not in vain.”  Nothing is wasted. 

 The Christian life can be lived with real joy; joy that doesn’t ignore the pain of 

life, joy that isn’t just a pipe-dream, joy that isn’t just built on the little blessing scattered 

among the hardships, but joy that is founded on the reality that at the center of history 

stands a man who died and came back to life.  We don’t have to live defeated; Christ has 

conquered.  We don’t have to be cynical; good has overcome evil.  We don’t have to be 

jaded; there is a hero who can never let us down.  We don’t have to be skeptical; the 

greatest miracle has already happened.  We don’t have to be overwhelmed; God is in 

control and he is good.  We don’t have to be suspicious of the physical; Christ has taken 

it on and redeemed it.  We don’t have to be shallow; we can live for something that will 

last forever.  We don’t have to be resigned; there is a power at work in our world beyond 

our wildest dreams.  We don’t have to be paralyzed by worry; it really is going to be 

okay.  We don’t have to feel stuck; new life has dawned.  We don’t have to be 

purposeless; our history and the world’s history is going somewhere good.  We don’t 

have to live with a low level feeling of dread because time is ticking away; through Christ 

we will live forever.  We don’t have to be frustrated and devastated at failure; our 

immortality doesn’t come from our achievements but from Christ’s. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Do you believe this?... 

 

Benediction 
“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:13). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 13, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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