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Between death and resurrection comes the burial.  It seems self-evident and yet it is a part of the 

story of Jesus that rarely rates much mention.  I can’t think that I’ve ever heard a sermon based 

on these few verses from Mark or on their corresponding verses from the other Gospels.  Yet, 

there is a startling correspondence in the facts given by the four Gospels, something that we do 

not find about many aspects of the Jesus story.  In each version, a hitherto unmentioned fellow 

named Joseph of Arimathea asks permission of Pilate to retrieve the body of Jesus from the cross 

and buries him.  In the Synoptic Gospels – Matthew, Mark, and Luke – he is observed by some 

of the women who’d followed Jesus.  In John, this is implied, as Mary Magdalene knows where 

to find the tomb the next day, but Joseph is accompanied by Nicodemus. 

 

So who was Joseph of Arimathea and what did he do?  Are there other sources for his existence?  

Would his story have seemed credible at the time the Gospel stories were being told and written?  

What’s the purpose of this odd little detail and, most importantly, what can we learn from this 

obscure figure?  I hope, in the next few minutes, to give a 21
st
 century view on this story that 

goes beyond the fact that Joseph still has an impact on English and American culture, from rugby 

and cricket matches to “Monty Python and the Holy Grail” and “Star Trek: Deep Space Nine.”  

More on those in a few minutes. 

 

Back to my first question: who was Joseph of Arimathea?  The Gospel According to Mark, 

which many scholars think is the oldest of our Gospels and which was probably used as a basic 

source by Matthew and Luke, tells us that Joseph was “a respected member of the council, who 

was also himself waiting expectantly for the kingdom of God.”  That description is far less 

straightforward than it seems.  If he was a respected member of the council, presumably meaning 

the Sanhedrin, where had he been the previous evening when that group staged a kangaroo court 

that found Jesus guilty of blasphemy and handed him over to Pilate for execution?  Luke’s 

description of Joseph attempts to resolve this tension: “Now there was a good and righteous man 

named Joseph, who, though a member of the council, had not agreed to their plan and action.”  

Either Joseph had not been summoned to the trial, possibly because Caiaphas and the rest 

suspected he would object, or he had been shouted down in the chamber or he had simply kept 

his objections to himself, like Peter, afraid of being next on the hit list. 

 

Expanding on Mark’s statement that Joseph was “also himself waiting expectantly for the 

kingdom of God” and Luke’s description of him as “a good and righteous man,” Matthew claims 

that Joseph was actually “a disciple of Jesus.”  John agrees, calling Joseph “a disciple of Jesus, 

though a secret one because of his fear of the (Jewish leaders).”  Pairing him with Nicodemus, 

who came to Jesus at night, seems to confirm this claim.  Matthew also calls Joseph “rich” which 

is significant when we look at the answers to the next question. 

 

First, though, let me add some further possibilities about Joseph’s identity via legends that built 

up around this mysterious figure over the centuries after his sudden intrusion into the Gospel 

narrative.  Relatively early in Church history, he began cropping up in lists of Jesus’ disciples 

beyond the twelve apostles – some writers said he was one of the Seventy sent out to preach by 

Jesus – and then he somehow became associated with a pre-Roman Christian mission to Britain.  

Later, this story grew to make him the first to bring the Gospel to England and founder of the 

ancient church in Glastonbury.  Joseph’s name was also entangled with the legendary Holy Grail, 

the cup used by Jesus at the Last Supper.  One branch of the Joseph of Arimathea legend held 
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that Joseph brought the Grail with him to England with his preaching of the Gospel.  A further 

refinement found in some versions of the Arthurian legends is that Joseph was actually an 

ancestor of the legendary king, the Grail, therefore, being Arthur’s patrimony, his inherited 

responsibility.  All of this is farcically combined by the great comedic troupe, Monty Python.  

You may remember a scene in “Monty Python and the Holy Grail,” near the end of the quest for 

the knights.  A monk traveling with them, Brother Maynard, is called to translate a carving on 

the wall of a cave, which he recognizes as being in Aramaic: “It reads, "Here may be found... 

...the last words of Joseph of Arimathea:  'He who is valiant and pure of spirit...  ...may find the 

Holy Grail...  ...in the Castle of Aaargh.'”  Hilarity ensues. 

 

Less fun but more pervasive is yet another branch of legend about Joseph’s ties to England and 

to Jesus.  In this version, Joseph, the wealthy merchant, visits England long before he comes to 

spread the gospel, coming as part of the trade in tin for which England was famous.  The story 

goes that he brought his young nephew, Mary’s boy, Jesus of Nazareth, hoping to bring him into 

the business.  That legend of Jesus’ visit to England’s “green and pleasant land” inspired the poet 

William Blake to write a poem he called “And Did Those Feet in Ancient Times,” which was 

later set to music by Sir Hubert Parry in 1916.  It became an enormously popular hymn in the 

Church of England, now known as “Jerusalem,” sung by England supporters at various sporting 

events as an alternate National Anthem.  This persists in at least one vision of the future: in “Star 

Trek: Deep Space Nine,” the presumably Ulster Irishman, Chief Miles O’Brien, teaches the song 

to his friend, Dr. Julien Bashir, and they are heard rather drunkenly bellowing it in one episode.  

And that’s how Joseph of Arimathea is related to Monty Python, Star Trek, and sports. 

 

Now, go back to my second question, “what did Joseph of Arimathea do?”  His actions were 

significant enough as to seem improbable for a person otherwise unconnected to Jesus, which is 

why those legends I just detailed sprouted up.  As Mark notes, Joseph “went boldly to Pilate and 

asked for the body of Jesus.”  Now, remember, Jesus has just been executed by the Romans 

because of his claim to be King of the Jews, which is to say that he was killed as a revolutionary, 

an insurrectionist, a promoter of the violent overthrow of the government.  For Joseph to go and 

ask Pilate for Jesus’ body was to run the risk that he, too, would be arrested as a revolutionary 

and killed.  Mark saying that he went “boldly” scarcely covers it.  And if, as John wrote, Joseph 

had kept his discipleship to Jesus quiet “out of fear of the (Jewish leaders),” the action of 

rescuing his body would certainly out him.  By standing for the Crucified One, Joseph of 

Arimathea was putting himself squarely in the cross-hairs of the same powers that killed his 

teacher. 

 

Remember that in the Synoptic Gospels, none of Jesus’ followers, male or female, get too close 

to the execution scene.  The lovely story of Jesus’ mother and the Beloved Disciple comes only 

in the Gospel According to John, which, as I mentioned earlier, omits any mention of the women 

observing Joseph’s removal and burial of Jesus’ body.  When we take into account that neither 

Jesus’ family nor his closest friends dared associate themselves with him in his final hours, it 

makes Joseph’s actions all the more remarkable. 

 

But whether or not Joseph of Arimathea was a disciple of Jesus, attested remember only by 

Matthew and John, and if we discount the much later legend that he was Jesus’ uncle, why on 

earth would this previously unknown man risk so much to bury the executed Rabbi?  One 
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potential answer comes in the Gospel According to Matthew.  Unlike Mark and Luke, Matthew 

points out that Joseph was “a rich man.”  He also says, in a detail omitted by the others, that 

Joseph laid the body of Jesus “in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock.”  Now, the 

Gospel According to Matthew makes more use of quotations from or allusions to the Old 

Testament than any of the other Gospels and his description of the burial is yet another of his 

examples of what would have been seen by Jewish Christians as fulfilled prophecy.  In Isaiah 

53:9, part of the “Suffering Servant” prophecy which has been associated with Jesus by the 

Church since his death, we read, “He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in 

his death, though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.”  For Matthew, and 

for many Christians over the ages, Joseph of Arimathea appears as a tool of the fulfilment of 

prophecy, performs his ordained task, and disappears again into obscurity. 

 

I think it’s possible to assign a far more human motivation to Joseph than making him a human 

cog in the deus ex machina.  For observant Jews, then as now, a decent burial is not only a basic 

human right but a duty of survivors compelled by Torah.  Specific to this case, Deuteronomy 

21:22-23 says: “When someone is convicted of a crime punishable by death and is executed, and 

you hang him on a tree, his corpse must not remain all night upon the tree; you shall bury him 

that same day, for anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse. You must not defile the land that 

the Lord your God is giving you for possession.” 

 

The action of one of the Deuterocanonical books of the Bible is triggered by this duty of burial.  

The Deuterocanonical books, remember, usually called “the Apocrypha” by Protestants, are 

those Biblical books used by Orthodox and Catholic believers and by Anglicans but rarely by 

other Protestants, following the usage of Martin Luther.  They were also widely used by the Jews 

of Jesus’ time but were left out of the Jewish canon assembled by the Council of Jamnia.  The 

book I’m referring to is Tobit.  Written around the third century BCE, it tells the story of Tobit, a 

faithful Israelite of the Northern Kingdom who has been forcefully relocated by the Assyrians to 

their capital of Nineveh.  Tobit is punished by the Assyrian king, Sennacherib, for providing 

proper burials for his countrymen who had fallen in battle.  Later, his burial of a murder victim 

leads to a sequence of events which includes a romance, a fight against demons, and a 

miraculous healing.  It’s a good read.  The point, of course, is that proper burial is a righteous 

act.  God calls God’s people to engage in their final duty to anyone who has died. 

 

Nor was this simply an imperative for the Children of Israel.  All human cultures have prescribed 

ways of treating with dignity the bodies of those who’ve died and, indeed, higher animals show 

signs of the same.  One of the most famous stories in world literature is that of Antigone, the 

daughter of Oedipus, who dared to bury the body of her brother despite the edict of her uncle, the 

new king, Creon.  It’s a story I know well, thanks to my casting in a production of Jean 

Anouilh’s play “Antigone,” a role which earned me a glowing review in the Houston Post back 

in 1981.  But I digress…  Archaeologists have found that even proto-human hominids had burial 

rituals and animals as varied as crows, dogs, and elephants have been observed in mourning 

behaviors for their deceased kindred.  Whatever the danger to himself, Joseph of Arimathea was 

following a basic religious, human, and perhaps biological imperative to ensure Jesus’ decent 

burial.  Had he not done so, Jesus’ body would have been left on the cross to rot, as a warning to 

others of what happened to those who dared stand against Rome.  Eventually, the soldiers would 

have taken it down and thrown it in a pit. 
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That didn’t happen to Jesus, of course, but one is tempted to wonder if anything would have been 

different if it did.  Would the cross suddenly have been empty on Sunday morning, just as the 

tomb was?  Would the rumors that his disciples had taken the body have been greater or less?  

Would Jesus’ attested appearances after Easter morning have quelled the questions about an 

empty cross any differently than they would have with the empty tomb?  We would certainly 

have had different stories about the Resurrection in Matthew, Luke, and John but would that 

have made a difference?  We cannot know.  Joseph of Arimathea played his part in the great 

drama and I think he is deserving of good reviews, too. 

 

And what can we learn about our own lives from this surprising saint?  I’m indebted to my 

former New Testament professor Alan Culpepper and his observations in his volume on Mark 

for the Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary.  Sticking strictly with Mark’s description of 

Joseph, Culpepper points out that he “represents those who are sincere, devout in their own 

traditions, but not Christians.  (In Mark 12:34) Jesus said that such persons are ‘not far from the 

kingdom of God.’”  Culpepper goes on to discuss how the Jesus portrayed in Mark’s Gospel is 

welcoming to those who seek justice even if they are not his own followers.  He writes, “(In 

chapter 9, Jesus) chastises the disciples for their response to the one who was casting out demons 

in Jesus’ name even though he was not a disciple, saying, ‘Whoever is not against us is for us’ 

and ‘whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no 

means lose the reward.’”  It’s a good reminder to us, too, to be as welcoming as Jesus was to any 

person of good will who seeks to walk alongside us, regardless of their ABC region, 

denomination, faith tradition, or even political party.  It’s why this church has welcomed into our 

facility, community groups, recovery groups, and other faith groups of all kinds, currently 

including an Assemblies of God congregation and one of the few Interfaith Churches in the U.S. 

 

Joseph of Arimathea would also seem to be a fine example for us of the enormous impact a 

simple act of kindness can have.  We don’t know much about Joseph, if we set aside the legends 

and stick only to the Scriptural witness.  But we know he must have been a kind man, driven if 

for no other reason than his own sense of what was right to bury a man he felt had been unfairly 

executed.  Jesus’ family and friends remembered that kindness and so do we today.  It took some 

courage for Joseph to do what he did, a willingness to face down the powerful of his day.  He 

risked as well some inconvenience, giving up his own tomb, although as it turned out Jesus 

didn’t need it long.  It was a small, almost random act of kindness but it had a big impact.  Or as 

Kurt Kaiser wrote, “It only takes a spark to get a fire going.”  May we never forget that we have 

it in our power, through the Spirit of the Crucified One which lives in us, to carry God’s spark 

and kindle great fires of the Spirit in our world.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


