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Scripture reading: [Mt 27:55-66] 

 

There is something about a funeral and especially the burial that brings 

home the reality and the finality of death. Yet for believers the finality, is 

temporary. In fact another possible title for this message may have been, 

“The Temporary Finality of Death.” Paul said of believers, “we do not grieve 

as those who have no hope” (1Thess 4:13).  Even today when I visit the 

grave of a family member who loved Jesus, two things happen 

simultaneously: my mind is flooded with past memories and my heart is 

filled with the hope of a heavenly reunion. 

But there is a 3rd dynamic that comes crashing in when a loved One was the 

object of an ‘untimely’ death: the grief of dashed hopes (like seeing children 

get married and have a family of their own). Certainly Jesus’ closest friends, 

like this band of women in Mt 27, also had dashed hopes of the One they 

were certain would be their Messiah. His death seemed so untimely, so 

tragic. Any hopes of what He might accomplish were now buried in a cold, 

lifeless tomb.  

This morning we are going to focus on the burial of Jesus; perhaps the most 

overlooked of the events of the Passion Week. We just take it for granted, 

yet when the apostle Paul boiled the gospel down to the most essential 

facts in 1 Cor 15, He said, “I delivered to you as of first importance what I 

also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and 

that He was buried, and that He was raised on the 3rd day according to the 

Scriptures.” So what is so significant about Jesus’ burial?  

There are two primary benefits of Matthew’s account of Jesus’ burial. On 

the one hand it serves as an apologetic or proof to substantiate an authentic 

resurrection, while on the other hand it provides an edifying example of 

devoted followers of Jesus. We might say that… 

 

The burial of Jesus (Mt 27:55-66) provides evidence to authenticate the 

resurrection and encourages us to persist in honoring Jesus with tender 

hearts of love and courage in the face of disappointment and worldly 

intimidation. Let’s break it down for a more careful look:  

 

1. The burial provides evidence that Jesus indeed died, 

substantiating His resurrection as authentic.  

 

This is important because the entire Christian message hangs on the 

resurrection of Christ. If He is not risen, we have no hope. And you can’t 

have an authentic resurrection unless you can certify that the person has 

indeed died. The burial account functions as witness statements of those 

who were best positioned to verify the certainty of Jesus physical death.  

 

We take Jesus’ death for granted and we are used to the concept of 

resurrection. But let’s put ourselves in the shoes of a first-century skeptic 

for a moment. Your first inclination would be to dismiss any talk of 

resurrection as the buzz as a superstitious rumor. But then you suddenly run 

into a problem—the tomb is empty. Was the body stolen? This is 

problematic because the tomb was secured by Roman guards who deserted 

their charge claiming to have been terrified by an angelic appearance. They 

risked losing their lives for deserting their post, so if they were not telling 

the truth they would have come up with a better lie this.  

Even more troubling are the eye-witness reports that claim to have seen 

Jesus alive after His death. It can’t be mere hallucinations because hundreds 

of people have harmonious stories (1 Cor 15:6).  

Still you insist that the whole thing is fabricated—a mass cover-up. But it 

gets more complicated. Who would fabricate a story with these witnesses? 

You wouldn’t choose sympathizers of Jesus, let alone devoted followers as 

witnesses for fear they would be dismissed as too biased. Furthermore, you 

would not choose women as primary witnesses in a first-century Jewish 

culture that placed little value on a women’s testimony. And then there is 

Joseph of Arimathea. He’s too good of a witness. He was a member of the 

Sanhedrin who conspired to put Jesus to death. He would not lie unless he 

truly believed Jesus had risen. Finally, fabricating a story about an angelic 

visit and a resurrection from the dead is about as scandalous as a young 

virgin claiming an angel told her that she was going to miraculously have a 

baby without any involvement from a man. 



But if you can’t dismiss the validity of eye-witness accounts of seeing Jesus 

alive after the crucifixion, then the only other line of defense is to suggest 

that Jesus didn’t actually die. Perhaps he came close to death and appeared 

to have died but when his body was put in the cool grave, he somehow 

revived (some have actually suggested this. It’s called the swoon theory). By 

the way, it takes less faith to believe in a resurrection than it does to believe 

that a man who was scourged and crucified could revive enough strength to 

move a stone that required the strength of at least two men. The point is 

that if you don’t have an actual death you can’t have an authentic 

resurrection. But if you can verify a physical death and you have solid 

evidence that Jesus is alive, then as a skeptic you face a crisis of unbelief.  

So let’s step back and see if the eyewitnesses of Mt 27 are in a good position 

to verify the death of Jesus.  

First, we have the women. Notice that they are specifically named in vs. 56 

so their testimony could be verified. They are especially significant because 

they are present at all three scenes. In vs. 55 they were observing Jesus on 

the cross. They along with many others observed all the dramatic events 

that surrounded the final moments of Jesus’ death. They were there when 

He died.  

Then we find them again outside the tomb in vs. 61 watching as Joseph 

buries Him. They could identify the grave and testify to His burial. Finally, 

these women are the first to report the news of the empty tomb and the 

angel’s message of Jesus’ resurrection in chapter 28. They were not 

mistaken about the correct location of the tomb and they had no doubt that 

Jesus had died. These women have the most complete accounting of what 

happened because they observed the cross, the burial, and the events 

surrounding the resurrection.  

In addition to the women, Joseph of Arimathea was in the best position to 

verify Jesus’ death. Joseph handled Jesus’ lifeless corpse as he prepared Him 

for burial. Rigor mortis would have been setting in rendering the body cold 

and stiff. Certainly there was no question in Joseph’s mind that Jesus was 

dead as He and Nicodemus rolled the stone in front of the tomb.  

 
1 D.A. Carson, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew, pg. 584.  

Furthermore, Pilate would not have released the body to Joseph in vs. 58 

had he not been certain that Jesus was dead. Mark 15:44-45 records that 

Pilate verified Jesus’ death with the centurion who was well acquainted with 

the verifying signs of death—in fact, Jn 19:33 tells us that the centurion 

didn’t bother breaking Jesus’ legs because He was already dead. When he 

pierced Jesus side, the blood and water had already separated signifying 

Jesus’ death (Jn 19:34).  

Upon careful examination, the burial provides evidence of Jesus death 

which is essential to verifying the authenticity of His resurrection. Yet there 

is another benefit of Matthew’s account of the burial.  

2. The example of Joseph and the women calls us to remain faithful 

to Jesus with love and courage when we face the world’s 

intimidation and rejection of Christ.  

There is something simple, yet beautiful about the hearts of these women in 

vs. 55-56. We know from vs. 55 that they had “followed Jesus” all the way 

from Galilee for the purpose of “ministering to Him.” They had become 

disciples of the Lord and did whatever they could to serve Jesus and support 

His ministry. When vs. 55 says they were “looking on from a distance” at the 

cross, we should not take that in a negative light. These women loved Jesus 

and probably stood at a distance in their struggle to restrain their grief 

because “No mourning was permitted for those executed under Roman 

law.”1 And even though they had to mourn in silence, they were there—

faithful to Jesus to the very end—and beyond. Vs. 61 says, that they 

accompanied Joseph (as well as Nicodemus—Jn 19:39) as they transported 

the body to the tomb. And as we will discover in chapter 28, they were the 

first to return to the tomb on Sunday morning….  

These simple observations lead me to 3 conclusions about these women:  

� They were perhaps the most faithful of all Jesus’ disciples through 

His suffering and death. They lingered at the cross, stayed late at 

the tomb, and came first on Sunday to the empty tomb.  

� These women demonstrated deep love and devotion for Jesus. How 

else can you explain their willingness to follow Jesus to the bitter 



end of His gruesome death. It was love that drew them to the cross. 

It was love that drew them to the tomb. It was love that drew them 

back to the tomb on Sunday morning to finish anointing the body 

(Mk 16:1).  

� These women were courageous. They persisted in their association 

with the rejected Messiah when it was most risky to do so. Keep in 

mind Jn 20:19 tells us that on Sunday morning while the other 

disciples were gathered behind closed doors for fear of the Jews, 

the women were on their way to the tomb before dawn where they 

could expect to be confronted by a Roman guard. Their courage was 

born out of deep love and unbreakable devotion.  

These women honored Jesus. And God honored them as the first to receive 

news that Jesus had been raised!  

And then there was Joseph of Arimathea. He too was courageous, not only 

risking disfavor with Pilate by asking for the body, but also risking 

persecution from the Sanhedrin who would view him as a traitor when they 

found out that He, a prominent member of the counsel, had secretly 

become a disciple of Jesus (Mk 15:43; Jn 19:38).  

Not only was Joseph courageous in the face of his fear (Jn 19:38), he also 

demonstrated large-hearted generosity toward Jesus, donating his own 

tomb so Jesus could have the honor of a proper burial (thus fulfilling Isaiah 

53:9—“His grave was assigned with wicked men, yet He was with a rich man 

in His death”).  

In almost every way Joseph was so different from these women. He was rich 

they were not. He was a prestigious member of the Sanhedrin—a man of 

prominent status, they were Galilean women. Yet the one thing that 

mattered most, they shared in common: deep love and courageous devotion 

to Jesus. Together they give us a living portrait of a true disciple.  

Yet chapter 27 ends by setting their deep love and courageous devotion to 

Jesus against the contrast of the hard-hearted enemies of Jesus. [vs. 62-66] 

Do you see the contrast? On the one hand Joseph and the women out of 

tender-hearted and generous love persevere in honoring Jesus even in His 

death when, humanly speaking, all ‘hope’ seems lost. On the other hand, 

Jesus’ enemies out of hard-hearted hatred, persist in opposing Jesus even 

after He’s dead by sealing and guarding the tomb!  

Take note here that Jesus’ enemies had access to the same evidence that 

Joseph and the women had regarding who Jesus is and the striking events 

that surrounded His death. Their disbelief and rejection of Jesus is not based 

on a lack of information but on a hardened disposition of heart.  

This points us to some important realities that we must be aware of. First, 

your heart can remain closed to the truth in spite of the evidence. In other 

words, you can suppress the truth (Rom 1:18). You can have undeniable 

evidence and still reject it. This is because the heart is deceitful (Jer. 17:9), 

while the mind is depraved (Rom 1:18). This is what we see in the 

Sanhedrin. An unwillingness to believe because their hearts were hardened 

against God.  

Second, your heart can be open to the truth, but fail to trust it. When the 

disciples first heard that Jesus had been raised, they struggled to believe it. 

In fact, Mark says, “they refused to believe it” and later when Jesus 

appeared to the disciples, “He reproached them for their unbelief and 

hardness of heart” (Mark 16:11, 13, 14). 

I hope that you are beginning to see that, whether a skeptic for a disciple,  

all of us have to wrestle with hardness of heart to some degree or 

another—not just notorious sinners. Can you see where it shows up in you? 

Resistance to obey certain aspects of God’s will or unwillingness to admit 

your wrongs to someone or any form of pride, however subtle it may be.  

The Sanhedrin had a severe case of hardening. They went home from the 

cross, seemingly rid of their opponent, yet with malice still unsatisfied. 

The disciples had a moderate case of hardening. They went home from the 

cross disillusioned by disappointment and grief.  

But Joseph, who had once been fearful of acknowledging his faith in Jesus, 

now turned from his fear of man and led the women from the cross to the 

tomb. Oh, I’m sure their hearts were also filled with disappointment and 

grief, but their love for Jesus had also made their hearts tender as well as 

courageous in the face of an intimidating world that despised and rejected 

Jesus.    



Today as we join the women outside the tomb, perhaps the best thing we 

can do is pray—pray that God will soften our hearts and make them tender 

to the truth of His Word and the promptings of His Spirit.  

So often we talk about our need to confess and turn from our sin—and 

rightly so. Yet we will never stop sinning until there has been a change of 

heart. The good news is that hard hearts can become pliable and tender 

when they are surrendered to Jesus.  

 

The promise of Ezekiel 36:25-28 is for all who turn to Jesus: “I will cleanse 

you from all your filthiness and from all your idols. Moreover, I will give you 

a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of 

stone…and give you a heart of flesh—[a tender heart]. And I will put My 

Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be 

careful to observe My ordinances…so you will be My people, and I will be 

your God.” 

 

 

 

 


