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“Buried.  Why?”      Text – Luke 23:50-54       OT Reading – Heidelberg Lord’s Day 16 Q/A 41 Psa 16, Isa 52:13-53:12





Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Even if we haven’t had to bury a close loved one yet, because it has to do with death, burial is not a subject we enjoy talking about.  
Oh we can make very beautiful coffins, we can cover them with glorious bouquets of flowers, we can drive them around in magnificent cars, and shower them with rose petals, but none of it hides the fact that a dead body lies in the coffin.  And despite the best efforts of the embalmer’s fluids and makeup, the unstoppable process of corruption and decay has begun.  

And this, of course, is the part of being a human that we don’t really like to think about, isn’t it.  
To be human means to live in the midst of death, to be oppressed by death, constantly.  From the moment we are first able to understand what death is, it hangs over us all the time.  

Now, by God’s grace, we are able to put death from our minds most of the time.  
But then there come earthquakes, or a name we recognize in the newspaper obituaries, or a near miss on the road, or a call from the doctor asking us to come to his office, or that phone call from a relative or friend, and death leaps to the centre of our attention again.  
Death is inescapable.  It might come sooner or it might come later, but we know that in the end our ability to laugh and love will end, our bodies will be lowered into a grave, and eventually return to the dust from whence they came.

And yet, in 1 Thessalonians 4:13, Paul calls believers to not “grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.”  
And these words signal for us that our fears of death may be calmed, or at least kept in check.  There is something that enables us to face death or deal with death differently than many others.  And that something is the death and burial of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

In our recent afternoon services, we have noted that everything from the conception of Jesus right through to His burial is described as His humiliation.  
And this word is used because Jesus, the eternal second person of the Trinity, the King of Creation, the receiver of angelic worship, humbled Himself by taking to Himself the nature of a human being with all that that means.  
And part of His humiliation was to live in the midst of death, just as we do; to be oppressed by death, constantly.  The Eternal One took to Himself a body that would die and be buried, and He knew it.  In a way that we cannot even begin to grasp, every day of His life He tasted the stench of death.  

Well, as we come to the text before us today, His death has come; Jesus has died.  
His own words, saying, “It is finished,” His committing His spirit to God, the issue of blood and water that poured from His side following the spear thrust, the testimony of the centurion recorded in v47, leave us certain of that fact.  Jesus is dead.  
This is not a theory or an opinion; it is historical, verifiable, truth, whatever way you look at it.
Jesus has breathed His last as have all before Him, save Enoch and Elijah, and as will all after Him, until He comes again.

So now we come to the record of His burial in vv50-54.  Before we can turn our attention to the exaltation of Jesus, we must consider the last part of His humiliation; His burial.  
He has become a human being, He has endured a life of suffering, He has been crucified, He has endured the agonies of hell on the cross, and He has died.  All that remains for His humiliation to be complete is for Him to be buried.  
And yet, as I trust we shall see, there is every reason for us to think of His burial as 
the prologue or preliminary part or opening of His exaltation.  
Rather than visualize His humiliation and exaltation as the two slopes of a V, perhaps we are better off thinking of it as a U, with His burial being the curve down of His humiliation but also the curve up of His exaltation. 

So let’s consider the burial of Jesus under three headings:  
Firstly, we want to consider the report of His burial; to just look at the facts as they are spelled out for us by Luke.  
Secondly, we want to consider the reason for His burial; why was He buried?  Was it necessary?  What does it mean?  
And thirdly, we want to consider the relief in His burial; what does His burial mean for us?  What is the comfort of this passage of the Bible?  

Firstly then, the report of His burial.

	Now, I have printed out for you the four burial stories from the Gospels to save you having to constantly flick around in your Bibles.  
	And the first thing we note is that they differ in size and content.  
	And this is quite typical of the Gospels as we remember that each author had a different purpose in the account that he wrote.  And these differing purposes influenced what they included and what they left out.  
	But in terms of what they do say, we also see that there is no disagreement between them on any of the facts they include.  


	Well, from Luke, we learn that Jesus died after the ninth hour, which is 3pm in the afternoon, after the three hours of darkness had ended.  
	And because we are told that this was Preparation Day, the day before the Sabbath, Saturday, we know that Jesus died on a Friday.  
	Now, for the Jews, the Sabbath actually began at 6pm on Friday and continued through to 6pm on Saturday.  
	And so, as John 19:31 explains, with less than three hours to go before the Sabbath began, Jesus’ body needed to be removed from the cross before the Sabbath began.  Time was of the essence.  


	And so, we are told that Joseph of Arimathea takes the lead in getting Jesus buried.  
	And what little we know of Joseph is that he was “a good and righteous man,” a description very similar to the one the centurion used of Jesus in v47, but exactly like the description of Simeon who received Jesus in the temple eight days after he was born.  Clearly, Luke wants us to know that Joseph was a godly man.  


	And also like Simeon, who is described as one who was “waiting for the consolation of Israel,” we are told that Joseph was “waiting for the kingdom of God.”  
	And this phrase reveals that Joseph was a man sympathetic to John the Baptist’s call for repentance in Luke 3:3.  
	Joseph was a man who had heard Jesus announce the coming of the kingdom, as He did in Luke 4:43.  
	Joseph was a man who wanted to see God reign in the hearts of His people more and more.  


	But we are also told that he was a member of the council or the Sanhedrin.  
	While the Romans had overall charge, just like the National government, the Sanhedrin had local authority, kind of like our city council.  
	And we are told that he was a ‘prominent’ member of the council.  
	However, from John 19:38, we learn that he was a secret follower of Jesus.  
	He knew the threats that had been made to anyone who acknowledged being a follower of Jesus by the council.  And so, he kept his views private, probably feeling powerless to do anything, anyway.  


	Now though, his timid faith becomes a bold faith.  No longer will he remain a secret follower.  
	Mark says in 15:43, he “went boldly to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body.”  
	Right now, Joseph is a very confused man.  Jesus, the object of his hope, is dead.  We can be sure that this is not what he wanted or expected.  It seems that his hopes have been killed, literally.  So now, his love for Jesus and his Jewish instincts take over.  
	Even though he is devastated by Jesus’ death and probably feeling somewhat hopeless, and regardless of what it might mean to him personally, he acts, publicly, to get Jesus decently buried.  
	If nothing else, Joseph believes that Jesus deserves a decent burial.


	And so, he approaches Pilate to ask for Jesus’ body.  
	Most likely, and humanly speaking, his prominent position on the council aids him in getting an audience for this request.  
	Mark tells us that Pilate was surprised to learn that Jesus was already dead.  But after questioning the centurion who confirmed Joseph’s words, he agreed to the request.


	Then, we are told that Joseph and Nicodemus wrapped him in spices and linen and laid Jesus’ body in Joseph’s own previously unused tomb.  
	Clearly, there was not the time to do all that the Jews did with dead bodies.  So, they hastily did what they could intending to return and finish the job after the Sabbath as these accounts reveal to us.  


	And finally, from Matthew’s account, as an extra testimony to the certainty of His death and burial, we learn that those wicked chief priest and Pharisees, who constantly rebuked Jesus for working on the Sabbath, visit Pilate and arrange for the tomb to be sealed and have a permanent guard posted, in case “his disciples may come and steal away his body and tell the people that He has been raised from the dead.”


	Again then, in all of this we the certainty of Jesus’ death and burial.  These eye-witness reports, from those sympathetic to Jesus and those who opposed Him with every fibre of their being, all combine to reveal that the fact of Jesus’ death and burial is undeniable.


So let’s turn our attention, secondly, to the reason for His burial. 
	And this is hinted at in Luke’s account but spelled out in John’s.  
	In John 19:31, we are told that the Jews approached Pilate because they did not want the bodies left on the cross on the Sabbath.  
	You see, the Roman practise was to leave the dead body on the cross for vultures and crows to deal with as well as the heat of the Sun until there was nothing left.  
	They just left the body up there as part of the cruelty of crucifixion and a very vivid warning to others considering similar crimes.  


	To the Jews, however, a dead body was an unclean thing of disgust, especially a criminal’s body.  
	By God’s law, capital crimes were punishable by stoning, not crucifixion.  
	But after he was stoned, according to Deuteronomy 21:21-23, his body was to be hung on a tree as a warning to others.  But, said God, “you must not leave his body on the tree overnight.  Be sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God's curse.”  
	And so, perversely, having just crucified the Messiah whom the whole law pointed to, these Jews were concerned to keep God’s law when it came to victims of capital punishment.  They wanted Him buried that same day.  


	Well, we are told that the order was given for the practise of crurifragium, whereby bones are broken to hasten death.  
	Having previously been able to prop themselves up to take a breath, now, with leg bones broken, they cannot do so and quickly die of suffocation.  
	But this proves unnecessary with Jesus because, surprisingly, He is already dead.  And so, Joseph asks for and is given permission to bury Jesus’ body.  


	Thus, the first reason for Jesus’ burial is to fulfil the command of God.  
	You see, there is only one way to gain access to heaven, to be worthy in God’s sight.  And that is to keep every one of His commands.  
	Since Adam’s fall into sin, though, for you and I this has proved impossible in two ways.  
	To begin with, we are all born with a sinful nature (Psalm 51:5).  Because Adam sinned as our representative, we share in the guilt of that first sin even before we commit our own (Romans 5:12).  
	But to that original sin, we daily add the guilt of our own sin through anger, lust, blasphemy, lying, stealing, idolatry, etc.  
	And so, our only hope is for one who shares our nature; who represents us, to do what we cannot: To keep the law of God, perfectly, and pay the price for our sin.  
	And so, even in His burial, we see Jesus, the Son of God, at work accomplishing our salvation; keeping the law, submitting to the law, fulfilling the law, perfectly.


	Let’s then, consider this further in relation to the humiliation of His burial.  
	The brief answer of the Catechism question says that Jesus’ “burial testifies that He really died.”  
	And at first read this could be taken to suggest that his burial proved that He really died.  
	If He had not been buried in a sealed tomb for three days, some might have suggested that His death was faked.  So, His burial is the clincher.  
	However, His burial serves a purpose far greater than proving His death.  
	As we have already noted, even without His burial there can be no doubt He was dead.  
	The mixture of blood and water that flowed from His side, the testimony of the centurion and others, the recognition that breaking His legs was unnecessary, all of these make the certainty of His death undeniable by any standards of evidence.  
	Jesus’ burial was not necessary to prove that He was dead.  No, His burial was necessary as a seal on His death.  
	His burial was necessary to complete His humiliation.  The humiliation of the grave was a necessary part of the shame of His death.  
	Perhaps it will help us to think of the illustration of a sermon.  
	At the end of the sermon comes the ‘Amen.’  
	And in that word, we say, ‘So let it be,’ ‘Yes, it is so.’  
	Well, if we think of Jesus’ life and death as a living sermon of humiliation, we might describe His burial as the ‘Amen’ that comes at the end.  
	He has lived and He has died.  AMEN!  
	He has suffered, been crucified, and died.  Amen!  
	Now, by His burial, His humiliation is complete.     


	Originally, you see, God created us with beautiful and perfect bodies designed for eternity. Sin, however, changed that, meaning our bodies are infected and affected by sin and begin to decay from the day we are conceived.  And to complete that process, because nothing is more repulsive to us than the decay of death, we conceal the dead body in the ground.  
	Following his fall into sin, God said to Adam, “By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return (Gen.3:19).”  
	For sinful humanity, then, this decaying of our body, and with it our entire life’s evidence in the body – this destruction of what we were and what we did, this erasure of our existence on earth – is a judgment for sin and an unbearable indignity.
	So, when we place someone’s body in the grave, it is clear that the grave now dominates that person
	And though He was without sin, Jesus, too, had to endure this public humiliation.  What the point of the spear in His side proved, medically, is now broadcast, publicly and universally, as His body was laid in the place of corruption.
	Publicly, it appears that the grave now dominates the body of the King of Glory. 


But it does not!  As we know, He will conquer the grave.  And because of this, we must end by noting how His burial transforms even this sense of the grave as we come to the relief in His burial.

	Of Jesus, Psalm 16:9-10 says, “My body also will rest secure, because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.”  
	After three days in the tomb, Jesus body had changed, but not in the way that our bodies change after death.  Our bodies begin to decay and decompose, but Jesus’ body emerged from the tomb as a resurrected and glorified body!


	And His victory over the grave is already hinted at in the circumstances of His burial.  
	In Luke 23:53 we are told that the body of Jesus was laid “in a tomb cut in the rock, one in which no one had yet been laid.”  Isaiah 53:9 says, “He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in His death.”  
	Yes, Jesus died next to criminals.  And yes, Jesus ought to have joined the class of criminals who were thrown into a common pit, in the normal course of events.  
	But Jesus was no criminal.  Jesus was innocent of any crime.  And as the Son of God, His Father will not allow Him to undergo the disgrace of being thrown into a common burial pit.  
	No, His burial, in keeping with who He is and what He has done will be an expensive burial.  
	Having just suffered what He had to suffer according to God’s justice, God, Himself, lays claim to the very best that can be gotten for the Son of Man.  
	Jesus’ body is placed in the tomb of a rich man that is carved out of the rock; a tomb that has never been used before.


	Where were the sons of David who were good kings normally buried?  We read throughout Kings that they were buried with their fathers in Jerusalem; in the burial plot of the sons of David.  But not Jesus!  
	To show that Jesus does not belong in death, He will not be buried with common criminals but neither will He be buried with the other sons of David.  
	No, Jesus will be buried in a tomb designed for someone else.  
	And the message here is that Jesus does not belong with the dead.  For Him, the grace is but a temporary resting place.


	Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, with His burial Christ wanted to and Christ has taken away the judgment of the grave.  Because He was sinless, because He paid the price for sin on the cross, because of the circumstances of His burial, and because he emerged from the grave, if you have put your faith in Him as your Saviour, even though you cannot escape the grave, its meaning has changed!  
	No longer does the grave mean the elimination or end of all that you have done in the body.  
	No longer is the grave the beginning of your body being abandoned to destruction, first in the grave and then in the fires of hell.  
	No, if your faith is in Jesus Christ, if you live with Him in daily intimate fellowship, the grave, for you, is just a temporary hiding place in the womb of the earth.  
	You, like Jesus, shall be resurrected.  
	You, like Paul, can now say, “Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?”  
	And you can be like the very sick Christian who was once asked by a visitor if he thought he would die soon.  He replied, “I do not know; but it makes little difference.  If I die I shall be with Christ; if not, He will be with me!”  


	This is the Good Friday relief in the burial of Jesus!  Amen.


