
ECF 5th July 2020 John 19:38-42  Don’t Hide Your Faith 
The 2016 movie, Secret Life of Pets, claims to show what pets do when their owners leave home.  Have a look: Video: Secret 
Life of Pets 
 
I don’t know if our pets have a secret life or not.  I certainly don’t think our two fish do much more than swim around in 
circles.  But what is more clear is that many people have a secret life.   
 
A few years ago scientists from Columbia University conducted two surveys which identified that 96% of participants were 
withholding at least one secret and that the average person was keeping 13 secrets, 5 of which they’d never told anyone.   
 
They also found out that these secrets had a detrimental impact on their physical and mental health, causing stress and 
even impacting their work performance. 
 
So secret lives can cause us real problems.  We’re not designed to live a double life.  We don’t thrive when we hide who we 
really are. 
 
And that is certainly the case when it comes to our Christian lives.  We’re not designed to keep our faith in Christ a secret.  
We’re not supposed to live a double life – following Jesus in church, but hiding it from others when we go home, or go to 
work or hang out with friends.   
 
So this morning we’re going to look at two guys who initially kept their faith secret, but when they stepped out of the 
darkness and let their light shine, they served God in a truly unique and crucial way!   
 
John 19:38-42: “Later, Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus. Now Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, but 
secretly because he feared the Jews. With Pilate’s permission, he came and took the body away. 39 He was accompanied by 
Nicodemus, the man who earlier had visited Jesus at night. Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about 
seventy-five pounds. 40 Taking Jesus’ body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen. This was in 
accordance with Jewish burial customs. 41 At the place where Jesus was crucified, there was a garden, and in the garden a 
new tomb, in which no-one had ever been laid. 42 Because it was the Jewish day of Preparation and since the tomb was near 
by, they laid Jesus there.” 
 
1. A Challenging Situation 
Joseph and Nicodemus were in a challenging situation.  Joseph was from Arimathea, which was about 20 miles northwest of 
Jerusalem.  Matthew tells that he was “A rich man.”  Matthew 27:57.   
 
Mark tells us that he was “A prominent member of the Council.” Mark 15:43.  That meant that he was a respected and 
powerful religious leader.  He was part of the 70-member Sanhedrin, the ruling council, the high court of the Jews. 
 
But this wasn’t just a power-trip for Joseph.  He was also a sincerely godly man.  Mark also says that he “Was himself 
waiting for the kingdom of God.” Mark 15:43.  He believed in God’s promises and was eagerly waiting for the coming 
Messiah.   
 
a) A Sincere Commitment  
And when Jesus appeared in public, Joseph became convinced that Jesus was that anointed leader.  “Joseph was a disciple 
of Jesus.” John 19:38  He had put his faith in him and made a sincere commitment to him.   
 
We don’t know how that happened.  Maybe he was impacted by what Jesus taught.  Did he hear the temple guards as they 
reported back to the chief priests and Pharisees, “No one ever spoke the way this man does.” John 7:46? 
 
Or maybe he saw or heard about the miraculous signs that John recorded in his gospel.  That is what convinced his friend 
Nicodemus that Jesus was from God.   
 
Nicodemus was also a member of the same ruling council.  He was a respected Bible teacher.  But when he met Jesus, he 
said, “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no-one could perform the miraculous signs you are 
doing if God were not with him.” John 3:2  
 
As we saw last year, when Jesus went on to explain the gospel of the new birth that comes through faith in him, Nicodemus 
initially didn’t understand.  He couldn’t get it.  But later, he too put his faith in Jesus.  He also became a disciple.  It is even 
possible that it was him who let his friend Joseph to trust in Jesus.   



 
However it happened, these two respected and prominent religious leaders became committed disciples of Jesus.   
 
b) A Serious Threat 
But they had a problem.  The majority of their peers, the other religious leaders and members of the Sanhedrin, had a very 
different view of Jesus.  They believed that Jesus was an imposter, a blasphemer, a dangerous rebel who threatened their 
position and power and could bring down the fury of Rome on them.   
 
And so as we’ve seen throughout this gospel, they attempted to silence Jesus, arrest and ultimately to kill him.  “From that 
day on they plotted to take his life.” John 11:53 
And that is not all.  These leaders also tried to persecute anyone who was associated with Jesus.  They “Had decided that 
anyone who acknowledged that Jesus was the Christ would be put out of the synagogue.” John 9:22  
 
This was a serious threat.  Not only would they be excluded from worshipping God, they’d also be treated as outcasts in 
their society.  It would have meant the loss of their standing, their position, their community. 
 
And maybe even their own lives.  Remember when people were turning to Jesus because of the witness of Lazarus, “The 
chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well.” John 12:10 
 
So what would Joseph and Nicodemus do?  They sincerely believed in Jesus as their Messiah, and yet they knew the cost of 
following him was so great.   
 
And although we’re in a very different situation, we face a similar challenge.  Many of us here believe in Jesus.  We’ve put 
our faith in him as our Saviour and Lord.  And yet, to openly declare our faith, to stand for the truth of the Bible, to share 
the gospel is costly.   
 
To do that, will mean that we are criticised, ridiculed, condemned, maybe even left out, treated as outcasts by our families, 
our friends, our community.  What should we do? 
 
2. A Concealed Faith  
Well, Joseph and Nicodemus chose to conceal their faith.  They didn’t reject Jesus.  But neither did they take a stand for 
him.   
 
Early on, when the council was discussing Jesus, Nicodemus stood up and questioned the legality of their proceedings.  He 
asked:  “Does our law condemn a man without first hearing him to find out what he is doing?” John 7:51 
 
And when Jesus was on trial before the Sanhedrin, Luke tells us that Joseph “had not consented to their decision and 
action.” Luke 23:51  Whether that means he wasn’t present or he expressed his different verdict is unclear.   
 
a) A Secret Life 
But although they did this, they did not come clean and openly declare their faith in Jesus.  Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, 
“but secretly because he feared the Jews.” John 19:38  Joseph was afraid of what his community would think of him or do to 
him.  So he kept his faith a secret.   
 
And that is possibly why Nicodemus is known as the “the man who earlier had visited Jesus at night.” John 19:39  He wasn’t 
willing to come during the day, because he didn’t want people to see him with Jesus. 
 
b) A Shameful Decision 
I think from a human point of view we might understand their decision.  But God was not honoured by it.  John wrote in 
John 12:42-43: “Many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their 
faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; 43 for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.”  
 
Joseph and Nicodemus were motivated by fear.  And underneath that fear was the fact that they cared more about what 
people thought of them, than what God thought of them.  They wanted to please people more than please the Lord.   
 
And so, although we might struggle with this, we must not follow their example.  Jesus is not honoured by secret disciples.  
He said, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory.” 
Luke 9:26  
 



How could we put our own comfort, reputation, relationships or career before honouring the one who loved us and gave 
himself for us?  If as we saw last week, Jesus willingly went to the cross to die in our place and pay for our sins, how could 
we ever say that standing with him in our generation is too great a cost to bear? 
 
3. A Courageous Act 
So Joseph and Nicodemus dishonoured the Lord when they concealed their faith.  But at a crucial moment, they decided to 
take a stand for Jesus.  When Jesus died on the cross, “Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus.” John 19:38 
 
The Romans typically left the bodies on the cross.  The lack of a proper burial was the final humiliation for those condemned 
men.  As we saw last week, if they could, the Jews would remove them and bury them in a common grave.   But Joseph was 
desperate for that not to happen to Jesus. 
 
At the very moment when most of the disciples of Jesus had run for cover, when hope seemed to be lost, when the enemies 
of Jesus looked triumphant, Joseph decided to step out of the shadows and openly declare his allegiance to Jesus.  
 
He went to Pilate, the one who’d condemned Jesus as a dangerous rebel and asked for the permission to bury him!  Mark 
says that Pilate was surprised to hear that Jesus was already dead, but when he found out, he gave Joseph the permission 
he wanted. 
And so Joseph and Nicodemus prepared Jesus’ body for burial according to the Jewish customs.  “Taking Jesus’ body, the 
two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen.” John 19:40.   
 
a) Of Love 
These men were devout in their following of the Law and so, because this was the day of Preparation for the Passover, they 
had to do this quickly so as not to break the regulations.   But this was clearly a sacrificial act that expressed their deep love 
and devotion to Jesus.   
 

• Touching a dead body would have ceremonially defiled them and would have prevented them from participating in the 
Passover. 

• This also immediately made them a target of the hatred of the Jews.   

• But they also spared no expense in burying Jesus.   
 
Joseph provided the tomb.  Near to where Jesus was crucified was a garden, “And in the garden a new tomb, in which no-
one had ever been laid.” John 19:41  Matthew tells us that this new tomb belonged to Joseph and that he had cut it out of 
the rock.  It was a great sacrifice to give it for Jesus.   
  
Nicodemus provided the spices: “Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds.” John 19:39  
This was around 34 kg.  A huge amount.  The only occasion when this amount would be used was when people buried a 
king. 
 
So in this moment, Joseph and Nicodemus did not just show their courage to be associated with Jesus, but also their 
commitment to give their best for Jesus.   
 
We don’t know what they were thinking.   Did they understand what was happening?  Did they realise the cross was God’s 
plan?  Did Nicodemus remember that Jesus had told him that “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of 
Man must be lifted up.” John 3:14?  We can’t tell. 
 
All we know that even when many people had given up their hope in Jesus, these two men risked and gave everything to 
honour the one that they had committed themselves to. 
 
b) Of Worship 
And this is what we are called to do.  Whatever it costs, whatever anyone says, however dark the moment looks like, 
however impossible it seems, however overwhelming it feels, we’re called to take that stand and give our all to Jesus!   
 
Paul wrote:  “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and 
pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” Romans 12:1   
 
This is not to pay Jesus back.  This is not to try to earn his forgiveness and acceptance.  We could never do that.  And to try 
would be to dishonour and diminish his gift. 
 



But rather, in the light of Jesus’ loving sacrifice of himself for us, we are called to give ourselves as a living sacrifice.  To give 
everything we are and have to him as a wholehearted and extravagant gift of love.   

• Hiding our faith in him dishonours Jesus and what he has done for us. 

• Going public with our faith, even when it costs us, is the way we declare our love for him and our worship of him.   
 
4. A Crucial Ministry 
It is also the way in which God works in crucial ways.  I don’t think that Joseph and Nicodemus had any idea just how crucial 
their ministry was that day!   
 
a) Fulfilling Scripture 
In doing this they were fulfilling Scripture.  700 years earlier, Isaiah had prophesied that the Messiah, the Suffering Servant, 
though despised and rejected by men, would be with the rich in his death:  
“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.” Isaiah 53:9 
 
And so their actions were another sign pointing to the true identity of Jesus as the Messiah.   
 
b) Continuing the Revelation 
And that identity was also emphasised by the use of the new tomb and the massive amount burial spices.  They showed 
that Joseph and Nicodemus believed that what Pilate wrote above the cross was true: “JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE 

JEWS.” John 19:19. 
 
And by using myrrh, they also pointed back to the gift of myrrh given by the Magi when they came from the east to visit the 
“one who has been born king of the Jews.” Matthew 2:2 
 
c) Protecting the evidence 
But that is not all that these men did.  Their ministry was vitally important in providing and protecting the evidence of Jesus’ 
death and his resurrection. 
 
There are many in this world who claim that Jesus did not die on the cross.  Some sceptics claim that Jesus only swooned 
from the effects of his wounds and then recovered enough to pretend to have been resurrected.  Others like those in Islam, 
claim that God in some way rescued Jesus before he died.  They can’t accept that God would allow his prophet to be die on 
the cross.   
 
But the actions of Joseph and Nicodemus show us that Jesus was indeed dead.  They would never have done this had Jesus 
been still alive.  So the gospel is “That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was 
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” 1 Corinthians 15:3–4  
 
And Joseph and Nicodemus’ were of course vital in protecting the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection.  If they had not buried 
him and his body was thrown into a common grave, there would be no guard at the tomb to prevent grave robbers, no seal 
on it to protect it from the disciples, no stone for the angel to roll away, no empty tomb for the women to discover, no 
graveclothes for Peter and John to find.   
 
d) Providing for faith 
So the burial of Jesus in this new, secure and heavily guarded tomb is a vital part of the convincing evidence for the 
resurrection.  It is part of the evidence that is given, 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.” John 20:31 
 
And this was all down to Joseph and Nicodemus.   We don’t have any sermons recorded from them.  We don’t know of any 
evangelistic missions that they led.  We don’t know if they had any leadership role in the early church.   
 
But at this vital moment, when everything seemed lost, they stepped out of the shadows, identified themselves with Christ 
and served him in a way that helped millions of people come to faith in him.   
 
It was their time to step up, and when they did, God worked through it in power.  And now it is our time.   We are not called 
to be secret disciples.  Instead “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. 
We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God.” 2 Corinthians 5:20  
 
There are so many people around us who do not know or understand the gospel.  They are still lost and heading to a lost 



eternity. 
 
So are we going to keep our head down, keep quiet, keep our faith private, keep safe and hide?   
Or are we going to stand up and be counted as a follower of Jesus, make the most of each and every opportunity to speak 
up with gentleness and respect and share the good news of Jesus? 
 
Conclusion 
Keeping secrets is not good for us – especially if we have the best news in the world to share!   
 
So how are you and I going to step up and serve God in our generation and let him use us to bring others to faith in Christ? 

Andrew Burt 
Enniscorthy Christian Fellowship 

July 5th 2020 


