SERMON SERIES: WITNESSES
“Joseph Of Arimathea:

From Religion To Relationship”

John 19:38-42
Today marks the fourth Sunday in Lent.  We’re over halfway through this solemn season of confession, penitence and reflection.  We’ve been using a sermon series titled “Witnesses” on our way to the great celebration of Easter Sunday.  Each week we’ve looked at a different witness to Jesus, and how that person was transformed from one place in life to another.  This series also leads us to the choir’s Easter cantata, which is called “We Are Witnesses.”

We started by looking at Mary Magdalene, a woman who went from darkness to light as a result of her encounter with Jesus.  The second week we explored Simon the Cyrene, a man who went from observer to participant in the crucifixion of Jesus.  And last Sunday we spent some time with Caiaphas, the high priest who oversaw the trial of Jesus.  Caiaphas went from power to persecution because he had to do something with Jesus, and getting him out of the way was the most convenient.  Let’s turn to our Scripture reading for today, John 19:38-42.
As part of each message, I’m using the writings of J. Barrie Shepherd, former pastor of First Presbyterian Church of New York City.  He wrote a book entitled Faces At the Cross, a collection of poems, prayers and stories of biblical people who were present at the crucifixion.  Each week we’re having someone in the congregation read a brief reflection as if it came from our witness.

As we discovered last week, Caiaphas, the high priest, was a member of the Pharisees, the religious group who’d been most offended by Jesus and the most vocal against Jesus.  But not all the Pharisees were like that.  We know that Nicodemus, in John 3, ended up as a disciple of Jesus.  And there’s another that we know of: Joseph of Arimathea, a man who went from religion to relationship as a result of his witness of Jesus.
38Afterward Joseph of Arimathea, who had been a secret disciple of Jesus (because he feared the Jewish leaders), asked Pilate for permission to take down Jesus’ body.  When Pilate gave permission, Joseph came and took the body away.  39With him came Nicodemus, the man who had come to Jesus at night.  He brought about seventy-five pounds of perfumed ointment made from myrrh and aloes.  40Following Jewish burial custom, they wrapped Jesus’ body with the spices in long sheets of linen cloth.  41The place of crucifixion was near a garden, where there was a new tomb, never used before.  42And so, because it was the day of preparation for the Jewish Passover and since the tomb was close at hand, they laid Jesus there.


Joseph of Arimathea was an important and prominent Pharisee.  Mark 15:43 tells us that Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish high council or “supreme court.”  Mark also adds that Joseph…was waiting for the Kingdom of God to come.  We know from our Scripture reading that he possessed an unused tomb in a tranquil garden, indications of his affluence.  And, Luke 23:50-51 says 50Now there was a good and righteous man named Joseph.  He was a member of the Jewish high council, 51but he had not agreed with the decision and actions of the other religious leaders.  Joseph was powerful enough, wealthy enough, and respected enough to be able to go against the decision of the Sanhedrin, although as our Scripture reading notes he couldn’t follow Jesus openly…because he feared the Jewish leaders.  Much like Caiaphas the high priest, Joseph had to walk a delicate line between orthodoxy and political expediency.  However, unlike Caiaphas, Joseph had been willing to embrace the kingdom of God as represented in Jesus.

All four gospels record Joseph asking Pilate for the body of Jesus.  Normally, the Romans left the crucified to rot, denying them the courtesy of a decent burial.  The Jews couldn’t bring themselves to deny anyone a proper burial; but they also didn’t allow crucified criminals the dignity of being buried in a family tomb.  So it shows uncommon courage for Joseph to dissociate himself from the Sanhedrin, and show such public sympathy for Jesus by gifting his own new tomb.

Unfortunately, we don’t know when or how Joseph of Arimathea came to know Jesus.  He could’ve been in one of the groups of Pharisees who approached Jesus, questioning and challenging him throughout his ministry.  We know that in John 3, Nicodemus went to Jesus secretly at night.  So perhaps Joseph did something similar?  We know from our Scripture reading that Joseph and Nicodemus had planned what to do with the body of Jesus: 39With him came Nicodemus...  He brought about seventy-five pounds of perfumed ointment made from myrrh and aloes.  40Following Jewish burial custom, they wrapped Jesus’ body with the spices in long sheets of linen cloth.  But however Joseph came to know Jesus, their interactions transformed Joseph from a man of strict religion to a man of sincere relationship.

For generations now it’s been in the possession of our family.  And yet, strangely, no one has ever used the cave.  It came to us through marriage at the very first, or so I heard.  I seem to remember the setting is rather an attractive one—a quiet, shaded garden near the outskirts of the city.

I must choose my moment carefully, get to Pilate while the guilt still lingers, yet before Caiaphas can present some dreadful scheme of his own for the disposal of Jesus’ body.  The governor is such a reed in the wind, swayed by whomever has spoken to him last.  And he’s terrified of turmoil, of anything that might reflect badly on him back in Rome.

Perhaps, if Nicodemus will join me the proposal will carry more weight.  I wasn’t the only one after all among the influential, older families, to be a secret follower.  To find in the Nazarene teacher all that I had been searching for as long as I can remember.

There were even some among us who gave dinner parties in his honor, sought him out in private sessions, brought loved ones to him to be healed.  Or tried, at first.  Before it became too dangerous.

But the High Priest and his party would have none of it.  They couldn’t see beyond their fear for their own personal positions and hereditary privilege to the truth that Jesus taught.

I wonder why he threatened them so much?  He never said those things they charged him with, never talked of toppling Rome, or tearing down the temple stone by stone.  It was as if they tried to hear him wrongly, as if they listened to his words not for what they said, but for what they might be made to say.

Were they simply jealous of his influence among the common people?  Did they fear his miracle working powers?  Or were they just offended by the simplicity and clear truth of everything he said, especially when compared to their own contrived and convoluted teachings?

“You are the salt of the earth” I can remember Jesus saying.  As if even a few of us could add zest and flavor to the whole of life.  “You are the light of the world” he told us.  Is there any way that I can shed even a solitary ray of light into this deep, seemingly impenetrable dark?

I’ll go to Pilate right away, state my case, take my chances.  Who knows what it might lead to?  Who knows what Jesus might shape, even in death, out of an empty cave, a quiet garden tomb?

Didn’t I heard one time that he was born in a cave?  Didn’t I hear him say that death can hold no final power, no true dominion?  Didn’t I hear him tell that love—God’s love in us—can conquer death, will triumph over even its grim power?

The tomb is his.  Let’s see what he will do with it.
Religion is a man-made construct.  It’s humanity’s way of trying to make sense of life, death and everything in between.  From the earliest people worshiping the sun or storm, to the variety of denominations we have today, religion is a system of beliefs and ritual actions designed to connect us with something greater than ourselves.
          By the time of Jesus, the Jewish religion had become a system of dead rituals, unreachable expectations and ponderous laws.  Even the Pharisees didn’t follow every single law.  Although many of them undoubtedly tried, we know from the gospels that they cut corners, too.  So the religious life of Israel had become a burden, something to give lip service to, but not something that produced vibrant life and lasting transformation.

          But when Jesus showed up all that changed.  Jesus reintroduced the concept of relationship into religion.  God had entered into a personal covenant with Israel through the patriarchs.  In the ancient world, every nation chose its own gods.  However, God personally chose Israel.  He adopted Israel.  He gave the law to Israel.  He compared Israel to his bride.  Relationship—between God and his people—was the lynchpin of Israel’s identity.  But the reality of that relationship had been forgotten or overlooked until Jesus arrived.
          Jesus was Emmanual, “God with us.”  In the beginning the Word already existed.  The Word was with God, and the Word was God (John 1:1).  For in Christ lives all the fullness of God in a human body (Colossians 2:9).  “The Father and I are one” (John 10:30).  Christ is the visible image of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15).  In and through Jesus, religion was replaced with relationship.  Dry rituals gave way to living water.  Oppressive obligations gave way to generous grace.  Distance was replaced by closeness, confusion by clarity.
          This is why some Christians and some churches get it right today while others just keep getting it wrong.  In today’s world—especially the society we live in—people with minimal or no church background are uninterested in what we do here on Sunday mornings.  Our rituals, songs, creeds, practices and rules mean little to them.  They see religion.  And we need to let them see relationships.

          Religion says you must do this or that.  Or you must not do this or that.  Religion seeks conformity of thought and practice so that control is easier.  Religion says to cross all the “t’s” and dot all the “i’s” before you can be accepted.  That’s how the unchurched and dechurched see what we do.  Now you and I know that’s not what it’s all about.  We know what we do here and why.  But more and more people don’t have a clue.  More and more people don’t think there’s any reason to have a clue.  So how do we change that?

          We give them relationships.  We purposefully enter into relationships with the unchurched and dechurched so that they can see in our words and actions that it’s not about do’s and don’ts, about telling them what to think or not think, or about control.  We show them the Jesus who came to us, as one of us, to be in a relationship with us.

          Joseph of Arimathea shows us that people crave relationships—especially in our disconnected culture—rather than religion.  People want to be listened to rather than being preached at.  They want to know that they matter to us as individuals.  Not as evangelism or benevolence projects.  But as real people that Jesus died for.  I’ll bet that none of us came to faith in Christ because of a list of religious rules or duties.  No, we came to faith because of relationships with others who showed us what the Christian life was like.  That’s what we’re called to do as well.
          Let us pray:

          Jesus, as we continue our Lenten journey we come to you now, thankful for the relationship you have with us.  We are humbled and amazed that you would become one of us and live among us; that you would willingly enter into our suffering and sorrow; and that you would give away even your very life for us.  We are grateful that you are a God who longs to be in relationship with your creation, and that you have called us to share in that relationship with you.

          Sometimes Father, we can allow religion to get in the way of our relationships.  We try to force others into our religious boxes and systems so they will think and believe exactly as we do.  And sometimes, we try to squeeze you into those boxes and systems, too.  We seek to control our own lives, the lives of others, and even you, Father.  Forgive us for our selfishness and short-sightedness.

          And we thank you, Almighty God, for those relationships we have had—or continue to have—with those people who have shown us the light and grace of Jesus Christ.  Maybe it was parents or grandparents, a pastor or teacher, a relative or a co-worker.  We all know someone who invested in our lives, who nurtured us, and who is directly responsible for us being Christians today.  Praise be to you, Father, for their lives and faith!  And as we prepare to enter into another week, show us how we can be in relationship with those who are in need of your healing, transforming presence.  Through our brother, Jesus Christ, whom we acknowledge as Lord and Master and Friend, amen.
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