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Series: Receiving life by believing in God’s Son (a Gospel of John study)   

Sermon Text: John 19:38-42      Key Words: Secret Disciple 

(*This account is also found in Matthew 27:57-61; Mark 15:42-47; Luke 23:26-34) 

 

We’ve spent the past 6 weeks looking up at the cross with John and discovering that there’s more 

to Jesus than meets the eye. Most recently, we read of water and blood bursting from Jesus after his 

side was pierced by a soldier. We observed how John linked water with the Holy Spirit, but could this 

also be an allusion to when God removed a rib from Adam’s side to create Eve? If we think about it, 

chapter 1 mentions creation, chapter 3 mentions rebirth by water and Spirit, and of course, water and 

blood are birth images. So, on the cross, maybe we’re seeing the church, the bride of Christ, being 

born from Jesus’ side. Regardless, we’re certain John wanted us to view the death and burial of Jesus 

as a positive and not a negative, which I want you to keep in mind as we peer into the tomb, and I 

attempt to persuade you today of the following… 

BIG IDEA: Not everyone serves Jesus the same way. 

 

Last time we said, Jesus really died, so that we can really live: The cross broke sin’s chokehold 

over our lives and unleashed His Spirit to empower a new way of living! 2 Corinthians 5:17-18 says, 

“Everyone in Christ is a new creation. The old has passed away; the new has come. All this is from 

God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation.” This is 

amazing news, right? Union with Jesus by faith reconciles (restores) us to favor with God, motivating 

us to put off what He hates and put on what He loves. But to what end? So, we can gripe at the world 

while we await evacuation? No, we’re told God has given us a ministry: We GET TO participate in 

the renewal of all things. If you’re an extrovert, you love that. If you’re an introvert, you may be like, 

“Just how much activity makes me valuable in God’s kingdom?” My aim today is for our less social 

(more reserved) friends to see their value in these 2 “behind the scenes” believers who were afraid to 

share their faith. Let’s look at verses 38-39: After (Jesus died) Joseph of Arimathea, who was a 

disciple of Jesus, but secretly for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of 

Jesus, and Pilate permitted it, so he took his body. Nicodemus also, who earlier had come to Jesus 

by night (3:1ff), came bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds in weight. 

Who were these guys? Luke (23:50-51) and Matthew (27:57) said Joseph was as “a righteous and 

wealthy man from the Jewish town of Arimathea who was looking for the kingdom of God. A council 

member, who had not consented to their decision and action.” Nicodemus, we may recall, snuck out 

https://www.gotquestions.org/Joseph-of-Arimathea.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/Nicodemus-in-the-Bible.html
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at night in John 3 to ask Jesus questions and then was mocked in John 7 by the council (Sanhedrin) 

for suggesting Jesus deserved a fair trial. Here, he brought an insanely large number of spices to bury 

Jesus, which believe it or not, says something about his faith. You can read our sermon notes for the 

specifics, but spices of this quantity and quality were reserved for royal burials! They believed Jesus 

was a king! Remember, earlier that week in John 12 where Judas came unglued because he thought it 

wasteful for Mary to anoint Jesus with a fraction of this amount? Obviously, he didn’t believe Jesus 

was a king, unlike those wisemen in Matthew 2, who were looking for the one born king of the Jews, 

so they brought myrrh to the baby wrapped in swaddling clothes! Ok, I’d better digress… 

While it seems odd to waste such valuable commodities on a corpse, verses 40-42 tell us they took 

the body of Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews (a 

custom likely acquired from Egypt). In the place where he was crucified there was a garden, and in 

the garden a new tomb in which no one had yet been laid (a small detail with big implications). So, 

because of the Jewish day of Preparation, since the tomb was close at hand, they laid Jesus there. 

Scripture, scholars, and archaeologists tell us that wealthy people used caves as burial sites. Carving 

into a limestone hill was costly and their tombs typically had an entrance large enough for 2 people to 

enter, a rollable stone door, a bench used to wrap the bodies, and shelves in the sidewalls where they 

laid bodies to decompose. Spices reduced the smell, which helped when they returned for phase 2 of 

the burial process--putting the bones in a box (ossuary) and moving them to the back of the cave. All 

these facts suggest that Jesus was being given a royal burial! 

Now, some scholars suggest the phrase “secret disciple” implies that Joseph and Nicodemus were 

false disciples, and they cite 12:42-43 to support their argument: “Many authorities believed in him, 

but for fear of the Pharisees they did not confess it, so they would not be put out of the synagogue; for 

they loved the glory that comes from man more than the glory that comes from God.” While I get that 

faith is meant to be confessed, hasn’t John been trying to flip our assumptions by revealing negatives 

as positives? I mean, he viewed the cross (an instrument of death) as a throne upon which Jesus was 

glorified as a King! So, if we’re being consistent, we can’t presume “secret disciple” means “not a 

believer.” We need to expand our search to include more biblical data. For instance, didn’t Jesus say 

that spiritual fruit can’t be produced without God’s help (cf. John 15: vine and branches)? Outside of 

John, Romans 14:4 (NLT) warns: “Who are you to condemn someone else's servants? Their own 

master will judge whether they stand or fall. And with the Lord's help, they will stand and receive his 

https://www.gotquestions.org/Sanhedrin.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/swaddling-clothes.html
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approval.” Before we judge Joe and Nico, aren’t there times when wisdom dictates keeping our love 

of Jesus on the down low or countries where being boisterous for Jesus can be counterproductive and 

deadly? Does Christ’s death on the cross mean we all must take one for the team? Must we all do big 

bold things to earn our place in God’s kingdom, OR are we saved by grace through faith and given all 

sorts of roles in the kingdom? As we wrestle with such questions, let’s agree that John called Joseph 

a disciple of Jesus, and that dude took big risks! Mark 15:43 says it took courage to ask Pilate for the 

body of Jesus, especially since Rome’s burial field was a monument to discourage rebels. To honor a 

guy his own council declared to be a criminal was to risk his career, his reputation, and his life! Plus, 

touching a dead body disqualified them from participating in Passover festivities, which as we saw in 

the high priest passage, this was a line few Jewish leaders were willing to cross!  

What can we learn from these 2 disciples? All efforts matter in God’s kingdom, even if they seem 

small, insignificant, or last-minute. They remind me of a parable in Matthew 20 where some workers 

griped about everyone being paid the same regardless of how much they did! But Christianity isn’t a 

competition, is it? Did it take time for Joe and Nico to go public with their faith? Sure, but the point 

is they finally did! Can we envision more ways their riches could’ve have advanced the cause? Uh, I 

mean, don’t we all have opinions about how Elon, Jeff, and Bill should use their money? But that’s 

not up to us, is it? Our biases and judgements can blind us to the most stunning thing in this passage: 

These guys stepped up PRIOR TO the resurrection! We often see the resurrection as “the spark that 

lit the match”, but evidently Christ’s crucifixion brought these disciples out of the shadows and into 

the light, which is what Jesus predicted in 12:32-33: “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will 

draw all people to myself. He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die.”  

So, let’s consider a few closing questions: Am I basing salvation on performance or faith? Am I 

projecting unfair expectations on other believers? Do I value smaller and even secret things done for 

Christ? Am I excusing my lack of effort because others won’t step up? What will it take to bring my 

discipleship out of the shadows? I’d say these are good questions as we head into a season where our 

expectations can often override our awe and enjoyment. They also don’t require agreement with my 

take on Joseph and Nicodemus, which admittedly not everyone sees. However, I did think of 2 more 

relevant and persuasive passages. Philippians 2:1-3: “If there is any encouragement in Christ, any 

comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by 

being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from 
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selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves.” There’s 

also this command in 1 Thessalonians 5:11-14: “Encourage one another and build one another up… 

respect those who labor among you…esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at 

peace among yourselves. And we urge you to admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the 

weak, be patient with them all.”  

 

Let’s pray: Father, this non-redemptive, cancel culture blinds us to how John saw things and the joy 

of getting to participate in reconciling of all things to you. We realize you have standards, and that 

faith should be lived out, but without you that’s impossible. If we imply that people must know or do 

certain things to qualify for the kingdom, we betray the gospel of free grace. Identity and worth come 

from you, not from anything we do. It breaks my heart when my brothers and sisters fail to realize the 

simple value of showing up--bearing your image means we always bring something to the table, and 

to withhold our presence from one another limits our enjoyment of you. So, regardless of whether we 

are extroverts or introverts, may every gathering be a reminder of how blessed we are to have one 

another and how we’re always better together. Amen.  

 

Let’s sing: “ISAIAH 53” 

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• Blood and Water: “GB It is evident by now that John is a writer who loves wordplay and 

double meaning. Sometimes he tells us up front what the deeper meaning is (e.g., 2:21; 11:49–

53); at other times he is subtle, leaving us to guess (e.g., 3:5; 4:10). But as early as the fourth 

century exegetes pointed to Genesis 2:21 and the creation of Eve (who came from the side of 

Adam). For early medieval interpreters, 19:34 is the birth of the church, the ‘bride’ of Christ, 

now removed from Jesus’ side.” Professor Gary Burge 

• The council: “The label ‘Sanhedrin’ is based on the Greek word συνέδριον (synedrion), which 

is a general word for ‘council’ and can be used for local governing assemblies as well as for 

the high council in Jerusalem. The ancient sources apply a variety of Greek and Hebrew terms 

to describe Jewish governing bodies. None are used consistently or in a technical sense. In 

addition to synedrion, both the New Testament and Flavius Josephus apparently use the terms 

γερουσία (gerousia) (Acts 5:21), βουλή (boulē) (Mark 15:43; Josephus, Jewish War 2.331; 

Antiquities 20.10–14), and πρεσβυτέριον (presbyterion) (Luke 22:66) interchangeably to refer 

to more or less the same entity.” Douglas Mangum and Vasile Babota, “Sanhedrin,” ed. John 

D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

• 2 stage burial process: “The burial customs of that time and place, as we saw in chapter 11 at 

the tomb of Lazarus, were quite different from most of our modern ones. No coffins; no 

cremations. The tomb would be a cave hollowed out in the rock; archaeologists have found lots 
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of them. The cave would be big enough inside for two or more people to walk in, though the 

doorway would probably be quite small, about four feet high. Then there would be ledges on 

either side. When you created a tomb like that, it was a lot of work, and you would want to be 

able to use it several times. The first body you put in would be laid on one of the ledges. It was 

quite likely that you would want to bury a second body before the first one had finished 

decomposing; that was one reason for wrapping the body in strips of cloth along with a large 

amount of spices and perfumes. In between burials, the tomb would be secured against grave-

robbers by a large, heavy circular stone that would roll in a groove in front of the door. When 

decomposition was complete, the bones would be collected and placed into a bone-box (an 

‘ossuary’). The bone-box would then be stored either at the back of the cave or in some other 

safe location. The burial thus took place in two stages, not one as in most burials today. 

Months, perhaps even a year or more, might intervene between the one and the other.” 

Professor NT Wright 

• The effort involved in burial: “Ancient people weren’t as insulated from death as we are in 

the modern, developed nations of the twenty-first century. Certainly, the men who earned their 

living by putting other men to death knew when their task was complete. And, unlike today, 

people prepared their own dead for burial. By the age of thirty, most everyone had seen dozens 

of corpses up close and personal. We might be fooled by a comatose body, but not the people 

of Jesus’ day. Joseph and Nicodemus waited for the soldiers to lower the body of Jesus from 

the cross. Then, they would have had to flex and massage His arms in order to relax the rigor 

mortis, which had certainly set in hard due to the dropping temperature and His physical 

exertion before death. After pulling His arms down out of the V position, they would have 

washed His body and anointed it with oil before wrapping it in a single linen cloth. They 

would have tied a separate cloth under His chin and over His head to keep His mouth closed 

once rigor mortis ended and His muscles relaxed.” Pastor Chuck Swindoll 

• Extravagant burials for kings: “But if Jesus is a king, he deserves a king’s burial. Royal 

burials were expensive. At Herod the Great’s death, hundreds of servants carried spices 

(Josephus, Ant. 17:9.8 [199]), and when Gamaliel the Elder died in the first century, eighty 

pounds of spices were burned.  Such spices are a signal of Jesus’ honor. Herod the Great was 

despised at the end of his reign, but Josephus records the elaborate effort that went into his 

funeral. His bier was gold and embroidered with precious stones, his body was covered with 

purple linens, a gold crown was on his head and a gold scepter in his hand. The funeral party 

marched from Jerusalem to the Herodium (east of Bethlehem), and the procession alone was 

eight ‘stadia’ (1500 meters) long. Five hundred slaves carried aromatic oils and spices. When 

Jeremiah spoke to Zedekiah and told him that Babylon would take Jerusalem, he assured the 

king that he would not be killed by the sword but would die with honor. ‘And as spices were 

burned for your ancestors, the earlier kings who preceded you, so they will burn spices for you 

and lament for you’ (Jer. 34:5, NRSV). Jesus was buried in a king’s hoard of spices. We who 

live in a culture without royalty can barely comprehend this pageantry. This is the picture of 

Nicodemus and Joseph at work. Jesus is King!” Professor Gary Burge 

• Roman custom: “With considerable daring Joseph goes to Pilate and requests that Jesus’ 

body, now the property of Rome, be released to him for burial. This was contrary to practice. 

In the case of criminals, the remains normally ended up in a special criminals’ burial plot 

outside the city. Pilate is prepared to make exception, a further expression of his truculence 
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towards the chief-priestly clique. One wonders where these two were when the Sanhedrin 

voted for Jesus’ death. It remains possible, since their sympathies with Jesus were probably 

known, that they were not informed of the hurriedly arranged meeting since only a majority 

vote was required.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Rethinking the tomb: “John wants us to see the tomb’s relation to the drama that unfolded on 

Good Friday, not merely let it serve an apologetic that defends the resurrection (as we have, for 

instance, in Matthew) ...John, of course, employs the tomb of Jesus in the resurrection story 

(20:1–10). But there is no account of guards, or seals, or heavy stones rolled in front. This is 

the resting place for the great King, the culmination of his work on the cross, the terminus of 

his journey through the hands of Caiaphas and Pilate. The resurrection for John is not a 

solution to a problem (Jesus’ death and burial), but another step along the way, as Jesus moves 

from earth to heaven. The tomb thus is not a place of depressing, exhausted defeat. It too, like 

the cross, is a place of glory and victory. There is something here for us to consider when we 

build our Good Friday worship services. When we cloak the altar, when we extinguish the 

candles and leave in silence, have we in fact commemorated the defeat of Jesus, the martyrdom 

of our Lord? This is not John’s understanding. Jesus has ‘finished’ his work. The hour is 

nearing its close.” Professor Gary Burge 

• Don’t be a dualist: “In recording this John no doubt has an eye to the docetists in his day who 

denied the true humanity of Jesus, and the genuineness of his death. These theological errors 

arose from their dualistic philosophical world-view, which identified matter with evil and spirit 

with good. For God to unite himself with matter was philosophically impossible. That he 

should actually experience death was simply unthinkable. Accordingly they argued that Jesus 

did not truly die on the cross, but was still alive when he was taken down from it. The same 

error was to resurface in Islam centuries later and remains a part of Islamic criticism of 

Christianity to this day. In other words the theory, apart from its other inadequacies, leaves 

wholly without explanation the radiant conviction of early Christianity, and the proven 

willingness of these early disciples, because of their persuasion that Christ had conquered 

death, to forfeit their lives for his sake. He enters into the full reality of death, not merely 

walking with us right up to the door only to pull back at the final second, leaving us to walk the 

dark valley on our own. He comes all the way with us right into the grey, after-death world of 

funeral parlours and the making of arrangements for the disposing of the body, the world of 

strained faces, hushed voices and tear-stained eyes. This last point focuses the challenge of the 

passage. As the death of Jesus drove Nicodemus and Joseph into open identification with him, 

so he calls his people, on the basis of his death for them, to receive the gift of his powerful 

Spirit and to be his bold and unashamed witnesses in the world.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Faith is meant to somehow be expressed: The models of discipleship we witnessed among 

Andrew, Peter, Philip, and Nathanael (1:35–51) as well as the Samaritan woman (4:27–42), 

each point to the importance of the public visibility of faith among true disciples. As 

professionals with considerable social prestige, Joseph and Nicodemus were stepping into the 

circle of true discipleship, joining the community of the faithful.” Professor Gary Burge 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• Full life: John said he wrote this letter to help us find “fullness of life through believing Jesus 

is the Christ, the Son of God.” Chapters 1-12 contain 3 years of real-life stories where people 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Docetism
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met Jesus during His public ministry. Chapters 13-21 slow way down as Jesus began to reveal 

His (God’s) heart to His disciples in the week leading up to the cross and resurrection. 

• Book Context: The Gospel of the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, provides a clearly stated 

purpose. John 20:30-31 says, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Some 

people demand to have all their questions satisfied before bowing to Jesus, yet John claimed 

his limited account was enough to bring anyone to faith. As we read it, our Savior and friend 

emerges from the pages as a real person in the real world. Jesus shows us what we could 

become, if we too would rely on His infinite Father who will gladly supply whatever we need. 

• Life in his name: Life is the Greek word, “zōē”, which means “Life, Living, Lifetime, Life-

Giving” and is where we get the word, “zoology” in English. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of 

New Testament Words says it’s “used in the NT of life as a principle, life in the absolute sense, 

life as God has it, that which the Father has in Himself, and which He gave to the Incarnate 

Son to have in Himself, Jhn 5:26, and which the Son manifested in the world, 1Jo 1:2. From 

this life man has become alienated in consequence of the Fall, Eph 4:18, and of this life men 

become partakers through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jhn 3:15, who becomes its Author to 

all such as trust in Him, Act 3:15, and who is therefore said to be ‘the life’ of the believer, Col 

3:4, for the life that He gives He maintains, Jhn 6:35, 63. Eternal life is the present actual 

possession of the believer because of his relationship with Christ, Jhn 5:24; 1Jo 3:14, and that 

it will one day extend its domain to the sphere of the body is assured by the Resurrection of 

Christ, 2Cr 5:4; 2Ti 1:10. This life is not merely a principle of power and mobility, however, 

for it has moral associations which are inseparable from it, as of holiness and righteousness. 

Death and sin, life and holiness, are frequently contrasted in the Scriptures.” 

 

Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

 

Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 

2. Keep the discussion around 30mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going 

to do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Let’s prepare for our sermon from John 19:38-42. 

• What stands out to you and maybe even seems strange about the discipleship of Joseph and 

Nicodemus? 

 

Let’s apply our sermon from John 19:38-42. 

• Does your life imply that you’re basing salvation on performance or faith? Do you tend to 

project unfair expectations on other believers? Do you value smaller and even secret things 

done for Christ? Please share a few examples.  
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• What’s keeping you from living out your faith? Do you ever use those who won’t step up as an 

excuse for your lack of effort? Please share what it will take (or what it did take) to bring your 

discipleship out of the shadows? 

 

Here are some great resources for digging deeper into community group life… 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

