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I will never forget a sermon I heard on October 2, 2005.  It was not that this sermon was necessarily more memorable in content than any other I had previously heard from this pastor.  But it was more memorable because of the importance of its topic, the topic we have before us this morning, the burial of Christ.  To my recollection, Phil Newton on that morning preached the first sermon I had ever heard exclusively on the burial of Christ.
  Some in their preaching or commentaries do not even deal with these verses; some only skim these verses, barely mentioning them at all.  Those who give more detail on His burial often do so, and not necessarily inappropriately, in connection with His death and/or His resurrection.  But a stand alone message on the burial of Christ is difficult to find.

Yet, the early church had a particular place and purpose for the burial of Christ.  Consider a phrase from one of the most important creeds of Christendom, The Apostles’ Creed.  
I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
    the Creator of heaven and earth,
    and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord:

Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit,
    born of the Virgin Mary,
    suffered under Pontius Pilate,
    was crucified, died, and was buried.


In his practical exposition of The Apostles’ Creed, Ray Pritchard makes the following observation:

The word buried doesn’t seem necessary. We know Jesus died. We know he rose from the dead. If we know Jesus died for our sins and rose on the third day, of course he was buried in between. In a Creed in which words are used sparingly, in which whole areas of doctrine are either assumed or passed over in silence, in which the whole of Christ’s teaching ministry and all of his miracles are not even mentioned, why does the Creed say he was “buried”? Why state the obvious? When we read the story of Jesus’ life, we tend to go straight from his death to his resurrection, as if nothing important happened in between. But the Creed forces us to stop and take another look at the biblical text. The simple word “buried” tells us more than what happened to the body of Jesus. It alerts us to an area of biblical truth that we might otherwise overlook.


What is significant about Jesus’ burial?  What might we otherwise overlook?  The truth that the burial of Christ is an essential part of the gospel message.  There are two things we notice in Mark’s account of Jesus’ burial this morning.

I.   A Confirmation of Attitudes (15:40-47) 


Throughout the gospel according to Mark we have seen the responses of people to the Person and Work of Christ.  The very heart of this gospel is found in Jesus words,  “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me” (8:34).  A true disciple is one who meets these qualifications.  A disciple is one whose heart has been changed.  Before this change of heart wrought by God, one’s desire is to gratify the desires of the flesh and to seek comfort in self and the things of the world rather than suffering for Christ.  But those in whom God has done a saving work will give evidence by the fruit they bear according to this mandate of Christ.

Mark continues to record the various responses of people to Christ in out text this morning.  Jesus is dead.  The path of least resistance would be to let the dead be dead, to return to life the way it was before this Man entered the drama and disrupted the entire religious culture and tradition.  But that would not have been to deny self, take up their cross, and follow Him.  How did these people respond to Jesus death and burial?

1.  The women (vv. 40, 41, 47)


The first group involved in the burial of Jesus was a group of women, “Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the Less and Joses, and Salome.  All four gospels mention these women (Mt. 27:55-56; Lk. 23:49; Jn. 19:25).  While Mark mentions that there were other women who followed Jesus to Jerusalem, presumably as others had followed to observe the Passover, these three are given a place of prominence.  

While mentioned in all four gospels, the detail of these three is sparse.  “Mary Magdalene” was freed from demon possession by Jesus in Luke 8:2.  She is always mentioned first of these three, putting her in a position much like Peter in his relationship to the other Apostles in general and James and John in particular.  Some identify her with the sinful woman in Luke 7, though that is not likely.  We know nothing of “the other Mary” as Matthew described her other than she was the mother of these two men, “James the Less and Joses.”  This James is described as “the Less” to distinguish him from other James, a common name in Judaism.  From Marks 6:3 some hold that these were brothers of Jesus, making this Mary His mother, though it is unlikely that Mark and the other writers would have referred to her this way.  This Mary is most likely the same as the wife of Clopas from John’s account.  “Salome” is mentioned by name only by Mark, though Matthew tells of her bringing her sons to Jesus in an effort to get Him to grant them a prominent position in the kingdom (Mt. 20:20-21).  From John 19:25, it is commonly held that she is Jesus’ aunt, the sister of His mother Mary.

But it is not their identification that grabs our attention so much as what they did.  Mark says that these women had followed Jesus since His ministry in Galilee, ministering to or waiting on Him.  These women were a very important part of the ministry of Jesus, serving Him when others would have nothing to do with Him.  Though they could not have initially known the end result any more than that of the Apostles, they followed Him nonetheless.  Now they were faced with the same certainty that others faced – Jesus was dead.  But this did not hinder their continued service to Him. These women demonstrated their faith in Christ by their very presence, a presence that is documented by Mark at the Cross, at the tomb, and at the resurrection.  I would remind you that apart from John, none of the other Apostles were present at Calvary.  The presence of these women as eyewitnesses to Jesus death, burial, and resurrection serves to verify the very foundation of the gospel and the church.

2.  Joseph (vv. 43, 46)


The second person of note in the narrative is “Joseph of Arimathea” who “asked for the body of Jesus.”  The fact that “he gathered up courage and went in before Pilate” is better understood by knowing the context.  According to Roman law, the body of and executed criminal was handed over to his family or friends only when special request was made to the Roman authorities.
  Joseph knew that Pilate had no use for the Jews nor the Jews for him.  Therefore, we see a bit of Joseph’s attitude in even mustering up the courage to approach Pilate.


Further, it was “the preparation day.”  There was an urgent need to get the body of Jesus buried.  It was the Friday evening before the Sabbath, probably around 4:00 in the afternoon.  Once the sun set, the Sabbath began and no work could be done according to Jewish law.  The preceding day was given to making all the necessary preparations for the Sabbath.  Therefore, the burial had to be completed before the Sabbath began to fulfill the law.  A further incentive is found in Deuteronomy 21:23 where the law stated that dead bodies should not remain hanging on a tree overnight.  John recorded that the Jews asked the Roman authorities to intervene in speeding up the death of the crucified by breaking their legs in order to fulfill this command.

Here Joseph enters the pages of Scripture.  Matthew tells us that he was “a rich man” (27:57).  He was a prominent member of the Council, the Sanhedrin, the very Council who though they found no valid testimony against Jesus pronounced a guilty verdict.  If this is all we knew of Joseph, then he would have been just like the others.  However, Luke’s testimony of Joseph is of great importance.  He stated that Joseph was “a good and righteous man.”  Further, “he had not consented to their plan and action” (23:50-51).  We cannot be certain if Joseph was present or not at the final sentencing, but Luke seems to indicate he was, verbalizing his discontent rather than simply not voting because of his absence.  His being a prominent member would have necessitated his presence, and Luke says that he did not consent to their actions.

John captures the idea that Joseph was now a marked man. In John 19:38 we read, “After these things Joseph of Arimathea, being a disciple of Jesus, but a secret one for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus; and Pilate granted permission. So he came and took away His body.”  That is why he came later in the evening, when the crowd had dispersed. He was frightened of the possible consequences of his now open discipleship, consequences given his position that would have been considerable.  He was no coward in his secrecy, but simply using a bit of common sense.  And all was orchestrated by God.

Here we see the faithful response of Joseph.  Again, Jesus was dead and the path of least resistance for him would have been simply to fade away into the sunset, to silently follow Jesus and protect his own interests.  But instead, he chose to follow Christ as best he could.  Mark shows in great detail the devotion of Joseph in burying Christ.  Along with Nicodemus, who was also now in the open (Jn. 19:39-40), they took Jesus down off the Cross, wrapped Him in linens fit for a royal burial, anointed Him with burial spices, and according to Matthew, placed Him in his own tomb, and rolled the stone against the entrance to keep out marauders and beasts.  His very life was on the line for these actions following the death of Christ, yet he stood for Him.  Sinclair Ferguson captures the faithful response of Joseph well:

Perhaps the fatal decision of the Council had been the deciding factor for Joseph. Whatever else he understood about the death of Jesus, he knew he could no longer side silently with those who had so viciously sought his death. He must now come into the open. Even though Jesus was dead, Joseph was determined to follow and honor him in whatever way was left open to him… Joseph realized that no one can remain a silent disciple of Jesus indefinitely… Every disciple must stand up and be counted. In the case of Joseph, he risked everything by doing so.


The women followed after Jesus.  Joseph denied himself and took up his cross.  But…

3.  Pilate (vv. 44-45)


The women and Joseph were bold in their response to Christ.  Their attitudes demonstrated a heart felt love for the crucified One.  But that was not the case with Pilate, who, given one more opportunity to follow Jesus, hesitated.  Consider who approached Pilate on this occasion.  This was Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Sanhedrin that had sentenced Jesus to death.  Pilate was the one man, humanly speaking, who had the responsibility of Jesus’ life or death in his hands.  In a word he could have freed Jesus, yet he failed to do so. Pilate feared man rather than God, and had Jesus crucified.  In this he was unknowingly an instrument serving God’s purposes.  Now a member of the very body that Pilate in his conscience knew was wrong to accuse Jesus approaches him admitting by his request that they were wrong.  Joseph was now an open disciple of Jesus, the very one the Sanhedrin had rejected.  

But none of this seemed to faze Pilate.  The fact that Joseph openly approached him asking for the body of Jesus was of little matter to him.  His first response was wonder, not with Joseph, but with the fact that Jesus could have died so quickly.  He called one of the centurions to investigate the matter.  Pilate received the following report recorded in John 19:32-34:
32 So the soldiers came, and broke the legs of the first man and of the other who was crucified with Him; 33 but coming to Jesus, when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs. 34 But one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.


Pilate does not stop and contemplate the significance of all of this.  Rather, upon hearing the testimony of the centurion, “he granted the body to Joseph.”  Allowing Joseph to bury the body was again unusual.  To grant such a request from a friend was not ordinary, certainly without a price.  But Pilate simply grants the body of Jesus to Joseph.  According to one writer, doing so was tantamount to admitting that Jesus had never been a threat to Roman law in the first place.
  Pilate simply wanted the entire ordeal to be over.  He never once considered his guilt in the matter.  His conscience was so seared that he could not see beyond the present to the eternal consequences.  He never asked, “What if this man really was King of the Jews?  What if He really was the Son of God?”  Here he was presented with an opportunity to follow Jesus, and He chose to return to the path of his own desires.  He was concerned about his status, his position, his reputation.  Pilate failed to learn from Joseph, who had sacrificed his position for the Savior.

Where do you stand this morning? With the women and Joseph who denied themselves?  Or with Pilate, who failed?  And if you claim to stand with Joseph, do you do so by stealth, attempting to privately follow Him for fear of what others might think?  Then friend, understand that to follow Christ in that way is not to follow Him at all.  In Romans 10:9-11 Paul wrote, “If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.  For the Scripture says, "WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED.”  Have you truly believed on Him today?  Or are you ashamed of Him or what others might think if they knew you were a follower of Him?  Be reminded of Mark’s words in Mark 8:38, “For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.”
II.  A Clarification of Purpose 

  We have seen the importance of the burial historically for those present that day.  But what about the significance of the burial biblically?  What purpose does His burial serve in the history of redemption?

1.  Fulfillment of prophecy 

In Isaiah 53:9 we read the prophecy of Jesus’ burial seven hundred years before He was born, “His grave was assigned with wicked men, yet He was with a rich man in His death, because He had done no violence, nor was there any deceit in His mouth.”  Again we see an unusual occurrence with the burial of Christ.  As we have noted, the Romans reserved crucifixion for the worst of criminals.  Simply put, they had no use for those crucified.  They were looked at as despicable human beings.  After they died, they would often throw the dead bodies into a ditch or onto a pile of burning garbage.  This was Jesus’ “assignment” by the wicked Jewish leaders as prophesied by Isaiah.  But He ended up being buried in a rich man’s tomb with the adornments of a costly burial.  The truth that His grave had already been determined in the foreknowledge of God shows that if He had not been buried as according to Isaiah, then God’s plan of salvation would have been as disrupted as if He had not died or had not risen again.  Isaiah’s prophecy and consequent fulfillment vindicated Jesus.  His burial demonstrated His innocence.

But there was also a more immediate prophecy fulfilled in the burial of Christ, that being a prophecy of Christ Himself just a few days prior to this in Bethany.  In Mark 14:3-9 we have the story of Christ’s anointing by a woman with expensive perfume.  Some present had a fit because they thought that rather than “waste it” the perfume should have been sold and the money given to the poor.  But remember Christ’s words?  “Let her alone; why do you bother her?  She has done a good deed to Me… She has done what she could; she has anointed My body beforehand for the burial.”  Jesus goes on to that “wherever the gospel is preached” the memory of what she had done would be spoken of her.  Here Jesus placed His burial as a significant part of the gospel, which serves a second purpose for His burial.

2.  Proof of His death

In 1 Corinthians 15:3-4 Paul wrote the following, 3 “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.”  Notice how clearly Paul lays out the gospel message: He was crucified, died, buried, and raised on the third day.  The message of Jesus’ burial was a primary part of Paul’s gospel and therefore central to the preaching of the early church.  It formed a connection between Jesus’ death and His resurrection, which is important and where most leave it.  More importantly, Jesus’ burial demonstrated the reality, the veracity, the truthfulness of His death.  He did not simply faint, pass out, become unconscious, or swoon.  He died, and His burial provides us with the assurance that Jesus really died, and with it comes the assurance of all that His death means for us as believers.  Paul then affirms that Jesus rose again on the third day, validated by His resurrection appearances, which is God’s vindication of Jesus’ perfect obedience.  We will consider the resurrection next week.

3.  Hope for the believer

The Scriptures declare that Jesus “died for our sins.”  This is a wonderful assurance that Jesus work of atonement satisfies God’s wrath for all of our sins.  Many continue to fret over sin, and a mark that one has come to faith in Christ is that they do fret.  To lack any guilt for sin is a sign that we are not dealing properly with sin in our life.  But our fretting need not lead to bondage because of what Christ has accomplished for us.  Paul addresses this in Romans 6:3-4, “Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death?  Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”

Here is the great hope for the believer!  Our sins have been “buried with Christ.”  The old man has been raised new!  Phil Newton shows the joy we as believers should take from this wonderful truth:

Every sin that Jesus bore has received the righteous judgment of God at the cross.  As our Lord was buried, so was every sin that we have committed.  When we follow Christ in baptism we are showing that all of the oldness of our sinful lives apart from Christ has been buried with Christ.  That which is raised is a new man, one that has experienced the power of the death and resurrection.  Paul insists on pointing this out as he builds his case for personal holiness in Romans six.  He is teaching that all who are in Christ were vicariously crucified and buried and resurrected!  When the visitors to the tomb made their way to the opening on that glorious resurrection morning, they did not find a pile of sins lying there.  They were gone!  Finished!  There is no penance due to find satisfaction for those agonizing sins.  Nor are there any demands of works and service that could remove them.  All of the condemnation claimed by our sins was faithfully put to death in Christ at the cross.  Then as He was buried, so were our sins.  When He was raised by the glory of the Father He was no longer carrying our sins along!  Our sins were left in the grave, never to require judgment again and never to burden us again.


That is the significance of Christ’s burial for us.  Have you left your sins in the grave, believing as the psalmist proclaimed that “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:12)?  My prayer for us this morning is that we will never view Christ’s burial quite the same.  The good news of the gospel is at stake!
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