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A

Foreword

Jentezen Franklin

s Christians, we all play a role in the redemption story. We get to be a
part of the Kingdom of God coming to earth. In the mundanity of

everyday life, we tend to forget this truth, but the everyday is often where
our lights shine the brightest. World-changers are built in the ordinary. No
matter where we find ourselves, in every aspect of our lives, we can worship
God through our character and excellence.

In Joseph of Arimathea, Ken Costa, a theologian and successful
businessman, provides an interesting character study of Joseph of
Arimathea, a businessman and secret disciple of Jesus. During Jesus’ life,
Joseph followed Jesus surreptitiously as he was afraid associating with Jesus
would destroy his career. After Jesus’ death, something shifted in Joseph—he
bravely identified with Jesus and used his clout and resources within the
community to give Jesus an honorable burial. It took courage to associate
with someone who was killed for being a revolutionary, but Joseph took the
risk because he believed Jesus was who He said He was. In Joseph’s search
for truth, He found it in Jesus.

Ken, much like Joseph, is a man who seeks Truth and is willing to follow
Jesus no matter the cost. Ken displays through the story of Joseph, as well as
stories of his own life, that the world isn’t divided by sacred and secular.
Rather, we can worship Jesus in whatever role we have on this earth—
whether that’s as a pastor, a businessman, a student, a teacher, etc. No one
calling is higher than the next. As long as we are obedient to God and
generous with our gifts and resources, we are being faithful disciples and
stewards.



Throughout Ken’s life, he has wrestled with finding his place amidst the
injustice in the world and with how to be a disciple in a secular world. From
growing up in South Africa during apartheid to deciding whether to
become an ordained minister or stay in banking, Ken has navigated difficult
challenges, all the while relying on God and seeking to do what is right—no
matter how hard it might be. Ken has been a voice of truth and reason in
every role he’s found himself in. People look up to him and value his insight
because he is a man of character; he is someone who finds opportunity to
worship and honor God in the mundane moments of everyday life.
Character is built overtime in the everyday, and world-changers are people
of character. Ken and Joseph both took the road less traveled in pivotal
moments in history and their faithfulness and devotion has left a significant
impact on the world.

In Joseph of Arimathea, Ken reimagines the story of Jesus’ death and
resurrection from a perspective that is far different from the perspectives we
often hear. Ken’s thoughtful and wise words shine a light on people of the
small print—those who do behind-the-scenes work faithfully because they
desire to honor God’s faithfulness to them. In these insightful and relatable
descriptions of Joseph, Ken shows us that people of the small print have an
important role in the story of Jesus and they have an important place in the
Kingdom.

Joseph’s obedience and devotion led him to be a key part of the
resurrection story—the greatest and most meaningful story of all time. His
character and courage led him to the opportunity to be a part of this
incredible and world-changing moment in time. Being a disciple is not
about the fame or praise; being a follower of Jesus should never be about
that. It’s about the honor of getting to be part of the redemption story. It’s
about a person who lifts up the One who is worthy of praise—just as Joseph
did. Just as Ken does.



This book is for anyone who has felt unsure of their place in the
Kingdom. Anyone discouraged by the mundanity of everyday life. For
anyone who has doubted or questioned their calling. For anyone who relates
to the identifier of secret disciple. We all, like Joseph and Ken, have
opportunities in our daily lives to remember the role that we play in the
redemption story: to seek truth and act boldly in light of what we find.



W

Preface

orking as an investment banker in London is a never-ending ride of ups
and downs. Long hours and flexible travel schedules make you a

permanent passenger with no certainty where or when the day will end.
With the responsibilities of providing financial forecasts, leading diverse
teams, and analyzing data, the high-stress environment takes its toll.

One evening twenty years ago, after a long week and deep contemplation
about whether or not I was in the right line of work, I left my office earlier
than usual to hear one of the leading prophetic voices in America speaking
at one of the largest conference centers in London. I must confess, I was
dipping in and out of his message. The challenges and complexities of the
day’s events were still hovering in the shadows of my mind as I tried to focus
on the sermon, when I suddenly heard my name.

“Ken.”
As I squinted into the spotlight that shone directly in front of me, I

realized I was being called out. I rose up from my seat, shocked that a man I
had never met before was calling out my name from the stage in front of
thousands of people.

He cleared his voice, looked directly at me, and said something that
resonated with me profoundly and emboldened me to stay in finance and to
be a witness in my workplace. But then he added an after-thought, a kind of
postscript, that has stuck with me for more than two decades:

“Ken, the Lord has brought you to a place where, like Joseph of
Arimathea, you are going to be used to present the Lord’s resurrected body
to those around you, so take heart from that.”

I must admit in the moment it meant very little. I wrote the word down,
nodded, and smiled politely. In fact, his comments suggesting I resembled



Joseph of Arimathea remained for decades a forgotten, random addendum.
Joseph of Arimathea appears in the small print of the biblical narrative: a

footnote, a postscript to the great salvation story. I knew about Old
Testament Joseph, the prime minister of Egypt. I had often studied the
highs and lows of his life’s journey and tried to apply his life lessons to my
own life. And Joseph, the husband of Mary, came to mind at least annually
at Christmas. But Joseph of Arimathea? With the exception of a few verses
in each Gospel, Joseph disappears off the pages of Scripture just as quickly
as he arrives. He was merely a bit player in the dramatic story of Good
Friday and almost seems dispensable to the biblical narrative. Who was this
man who was mentioned in only sixteen verses, in all four of the Gospels?
And why should I identify with him? How could this minor character speak
into my life?

Little did I know that two decades later, when writing Strange Kingdom:
Meditations on the Cross, the Joseph of Arimathea comment would finally make
sense. While doing research for Strange Kingdom, a passage from Luke’s
Gospel leapt out at me:

Now there was a man named Joseph, from the Jewish town of Arimathea. He was a
member of the council, a good and righteous man, who had not consented to their decision

and action; and he was looking for the kingdom of God.
- Luke 23:50-51

Joseph had not consented to the council’s decision and action regarding
the death of Jesus. In other words, Joseph was not part of the majority.

I was gripped. Not part of the majority was now on a continuing loop in my
mind. The phrase simply would not go away.

A perfectly average man, standing up against the majority of religious
leaders who wanted to see an innocent man crucified. Joseph, a
businessman, a person of the small print who rose to the occasion. Sixteen
lines—that’s all he was given. As a businessman myself, I began to become



absorbed with Joseph, who, in so many ways, described many features of my
own life and fascinated me with the mysterious nature of his biblical cameo.
It is this fascination with Joseph of Arimathea, who, through the millennia,
could still speak into my life and many others lives, that led me to write this
book.

So, what do we know about this average Joe? Well, we know nothing
about Joseph’s early life or upbringing. Arimathea, the place where he was
raised, is not mentioned again in the Bible nor do we know precisely where
it is—a place just as ambiguous as the man Scripture attests came from
there.

We do know that Joseph was a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin (an
assembly of seventy-one rabbis appointed to council). Considering that to be
a member of the council meant you were in a position of prominence, we
can safely assume he was a wealthy person of influence. We know from the
story of Jesus throwing the merchants out of the temple that the temple tax
was a source of great revenue that Joseph most likely benefited from.

Joseph was a secret disciple of Jesus. He probably did not want to come
out as a public supporter of Jesus since many in the council believed Jesus to
be a heretic. All Jewish leaders of that time were expecting the Messiah, but
Jesus did not meet their expectations of a Messiah. Most people weren’t
expecting the Messiah to be born in a manger. They weren’t expecting the
savior of the world to be a carpenter’s son. The majority did not imagine
that the long-awaited Messiah would be stripped, beaten, spat upon with
degradation, and crucified.

But Joseph was not part of the majority.
I believe when Joseph saw this innocent man dying on the cross,

something changed in him. In that moment, this Jewish man saw the
Messiah for whom he desperately longed. Others might have seen the
crucified Jesus as a failed miracle worker and leader. Yet when Joseph saw



the crucified Christ, his faith came alive.
Mark tells us that Joseph went boldly to Pilate to ask for the body. Joseph

saw this as an opportunity to honor the man who he silently followed;
Joseph took this moment to declare his devotion publicly. Associating with a
criminal would surely tarnish his reputation, but he stepped forward
anyway. He knew he had the means to bury Jesus properly.

Surely you would expect the body of Jesus to be given to his family or at
least to the disciples, as was common practice? Despite being trained and
prepared for three years for this moment, Jesus’ disciples had fled. There
was no sign of Peter. Only hours before, he had denied the very one he
promised never to disown only hours before. John, the beloved disciple, had
disappeared. The others had scattered or watched “from a distance” with
the women as Jesus’ body hung hopelessly on a cross (Luke 23:49). Jesus was
just another corpse soon to be thrown on the mounting pile of bodies. Just
another crucifixion. Just another failed prophet. Where were his “devoted”
followers at such a crucial time? Joseph of Arimathea saw this as his
opportunity to step forward.

Pilate gave Joseph the body of this executed criminal to be washed and
buried in accordance with Jewish Law. Joseph performed these rituals with
another secret disciple, Nicodemus.

Nicodemus, a fellow member of the council, bought spices of
unimaginable cost in order to embalm the body. Both he and Joseph fully
knew the embalming would make them ritually impure at the start of the
Passover feast. They sacrificed their cleanliness, money, time, and
reputations in order to pay respect to a man who had changed their lives.
They took the body, wrapped it in cloths made of linen with the spices that
the ritual required, and laid Jesus in the tomb. Because of their prominence,
they would have had enough dignitaries, servants, and people under their
authority to whom they could have delegated the task, but they bloodied



and contaminated themselves in order to show honor to an apparently
failed Messiah.

I doubt that either of them knew that Jesus would rise from the dead, and
yet they carried the weight of the savior in their hands—the unique privilege
all theirs.

Joseph and Nicodemus were not the leading disciples. They were not
leaders anointed to take on the movement. They were silent disciples. Secret
disciples. Nicodemus had come to Jesus “by night” under the cover of
darkness so no one could see (John 3). Jesus revealed himself as the savior of
the world to Nicodemus. Joseph had watched Jesus from a distance, learning
about him and growing in faith. We read in the Gospel of John that one of
the reasons why people were scared of coming out as disciples of Jesus was
because they were intimidated by the religious leaders: “the Jews had
already agreed that if anyone should confess Jesus to be Christ, he was to be
put out of the synagogue” (John 9:22). Though Joseph was afraid to profess
his allegiance to Jesus while he was alive, in the face of Jesus’ death, he
stepped up.

Joseph knew this was the price of admitting to being a follower of Jesus.
How extraordinary that he would do this publicly after Jesus was dead. He
had nothing to gain and so much to lose. Yet even in Christ’s death, Joseph
was willing to identify himself and risk excommunication by being
associated with Jesus. Despite the fear he had, Joseph overcame his
reticence, even amidst the crowd baying at Jesus.

Again and again, I keep coming back to phrase:

He was not part of the majority.

He was not part of the majority.

He was not part of the majority.

Fast-forward many centuries, and that same fear of being ostracized and



rejected due to a public belief in Christ exists today. As a Christian
businessman, I relate deeply to Nicodemus and to Joseph of Arimathea.
Like many of you reading this book, I know the sense of being a secret
disciple at work.

Often Christians feel that we are dismissed in a culture which demonizes
our values and beliefs. So much so that we fear speaking up against a
prevailing ethos of materialism, consumerism, and fluid morality, which
changes to our whims to make room for individualistic desires. But we can
learn from Joseph about the vital nature of speaking up and of not being
part of the majority, even when it appears that we will be drowned out by
the power of others’ voices and the apparent intellectual superiority of those
arguing against us. 
I cannot remember a time when moral dilemmas were so complex and
widespread as they are now. These days it seems that unity, reconciliation,
and repair are beyond our grasp. Populist rhetoric, fueled by enraged social
media commentators, has shaped the global body. Justice has to be fought
for every day on issues we thought had long since been settled. And freedom
of speech, the hallmark of our educational institutions, is constantly under
attack.

So, how do we as Christians respond to this uncertain, angst-ridden
world? How do we find the courage to stand up for justice? To stand firm
when a prevailing majority opinion, which is unfair and unjust, threatens to
take hold of our society? These are questions I struggle with every day.

Growing up in apartheid South Africa, when the prevailing ethos was that
black people were inherently deficient and needed to live separately from
white people, I wrestled with these questions from a young age. I attended
an all-white school, used all-white public bathrooms, and attended an all-
white church. All the while, there was a burning sense of injustice. I did not
want to be part of this worldview. How could I use my privilege and



resources to fight for justice?
I clearly remember when the architect of apartheid and prime minister at

the time, Dr. Verwoerd, was assassinated in Parliament. As prefect of my
school, I was asked to speak at the memorial service which our school was
required to have to honor Dr. Verwoerd. The headmaster asked what I
would speak on, and I told him that the theme would be “He that lives by
the sword will perish by the sword,” addressing the hideous consequences of
racial segregation. I was immediately removed from my position for being a
rebellious student and was then severely reprimanded for my lack of
compassion and compliance. I was only sixteen, hotheaded but passionate
about justice, and I felt at that moment that I wanted to stand against the
prevailing white majority’s view supporting racial segregation. So I did.

From then on, I publicly worked against the will of the authorities,
believing that academic freedom and the right of all people to attend a
university without regard to race, sex, or religion was paramount. Despite
incurring long-lasting wrath from authorities, I knew it was the right thing
to do, even if it was just a footnote in the liberation history of South Africa. I
accepted this as a minor, unrecognized part in the struggle for freedom and
justice that I longed for all people to have. This burning sense of injustice
gave me the courage, which I did not normally have, to be able to withstand
the oppression of the police state.

In the early seventies, I left South Africa and came to study in England at
the University of Cambridge, where faith came alive and I joined a group of
committed Christians. I was not part of the university majority whose ethos
was deeply secular and opposed to any form of religious experience. Being a
Christian at university meant that I had to swim against the defining secular
tide of society and academia. I wished to test the foundations of my faith to
see whether it was but a temporary whim, and I decided to enroll as a
student in the theology department. It was the high tide of doubt, and few



lecturers believed in the inspiration of Scripture. Swimming against this
liberal tide was a minority activity.

After university, I joined the greatest financial center in the world, The
City of London, where I am still active after more than forty years. Being a
Christian in the workplace is incredibly difficult. But I believe that my
workstation is also my worship station. I empathize with Joseph of
Arimathea who kept his faith quiet for fear of the Jews. I certainly kept my
faith quiet in my workplace for a long time. All the while, I was thinking,
What would my colleagues think? Will I be promoted if I am not ambitious and
cutthroat? If I am not money-driven or as brazen as the rest of the financial industry, will
I be respected?

When I look at Joseph of Arimathea, I see a man who did the right thing
amidst a whirlwind of anxiety and doubt filling his mind. As he looked
towards the cross, he no doubt pondered what effect his decision to step
forward would have on his everyday working relationships—his family, the
council, his colleagues. This is the great challenge for anyone in the
workplace: facing difficult decisions and stress with the added uncertainty of
how to incorporate your faith into your work life.

Joseph captures the inner struggle of choosing what is right versus
choosing what is convenient. He teaches us how to work through the moral
complexities and dilemmas which we face each day in the workplace. He
shows us how to channel our passion for justice with practical and
pragmatic actions that impact the world through working with others. His
example encourages us to stand up for and speak out on behalf of those who
are voiceless—the marginalized and the rejected members of our society.

Joseph is a person who reaches through the verses of Scripture to our own
generation in a powerful, relevant, and compelling way. He teaches us that
the ordinary matters. An ordinary person, living an ordinary daily life,
doing the daily duties and routines, can be a conduit and instrument in the



hands of God to be used for His purposes and for His kingdom.
For the people who don’t make the front page news, Joseph’s life speaks to

you. Joseph of Arimathea speaks from the small print of the great gospel
story with a message of empathy and standing up for truth. Because he
obeyed, God ended up using him to play a small but significant part in his
rescue plan for humankind. Because he had courage, Joseph of Arimathea’s
actions changed the world. Joseph of Arimathea is the good news for the
people of the small print. He exemplifies the extraordinary calling of
ordinary people.

God still looks for the Josephs and the people of the small print today—
ordinary men and women who believe that God is not finished with the
world which he created. Ordinary people of the small print who serve an
extraordinary, all-powerful God.

Will you serve like Joseph of Arimathea, even when you don’t fully
understand? Will you stand up against the injustices in our society, even
when it feels like you are swimming against the cultural tide?

Through the obedience of one person who was willing to be a mere
footnote—a snapshot in history—the stage was set for the first cries of new
birth and re-creation to burst forth. Through one small act of courage,
Joseph said, Yes. Yes, I will follow You. Yes, I will pay the price. Yes, I will partner
with others to extend Your Kingdom’s cause. Yes, I will gladly write myself into the story
of God, even as a footnote in history, knowing that, in eternity, my part will be displayed
on a grand canvas, too important to be missed, and too significant to be ignored.

And God responded:

Your sacrifice is worth it. There is no price too high to pay. You counted the cost, and
you will reap the rewards of your faithfulness.

Joseph is a portal through which we see our generation and its cultural
narrative unfolding. God paints his story with individuals like Joseph—a
story that uses the ordinary to achieve the amazing.



And as we take time to reflect upon the pictures each Gospel writer has
placed on their easel, we see how an almost bypassed figure in Scripture, a
man who leaves the pages of Scripture no sooner than he arrives, is, I
believe, a person for our generation.

At a time when influence, followers, and clout are the order of the day,
Joseph reminds us that small acts of faithfulness can lead to astounding
influence and impact. As God paints on the canvas of His creation, the
ordinary people of the small print matter. As you read about Joseph of
Arimathea, my prayer is that you would feel, as I have felt, God’s presence
and begin to see yourself in His masterpiece.
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A Walk Through the Gallery

Now there was a man named Joseph, from the Jewish town of
Arimathea . . . 
- Luke 23:50

hen I think of story told through portraiture, I think of Winston
Churchill, the former British Prime Minister, during the dark days of

the Second World War. Many have tried to capture something of this man,
by camera or brush. Whether it was Churchill in conference with his allies,
or looking grim-faced and determined; whether with his family in the
country, or coming out of a black taxi as he gives the famous two-fingered
“V for Victory” salute: each portrait paints Churchill in a completely
different light. Every one provoking and unearthing a range of responses in
the viewer. This is the skill of the portrait artist or photographer. Each work
offers scope for the creativity and inspiration of the artist, but whether
portrayed as a family man or man of war, all are recognizably Churchill.

Perhaps my favorite, and the most famous, photograph of Churchill was
done by Yousuf Karsh. Karsh is widely regarded as one of the best portrait
photographers of all time. He had been waiting to photograph Churchill
after he spoke before the Canadian Parliament. He wanted to capture
Churchill in all his fullness. He wanted to express as much of his life as
possible in a single photograph. Karsh, therefore, set up his camera and
lighting the night before. In his book, Faces of Our Time, Karsh recounts how
Churchill’s mood was sour from the moment he walked through the door.
He directed Churchill to sit in a chair, describing the scene as follows: “He



was in no mood for portraiture and two minutes were all that he would
allow me as he passed from the House of Commons chamber to an
anteroom. Two niggardly minutes in which I must try to put on film a man
who had already written or inspired a library of books, baffled all his
biographers, filled the world with his fame and me, on this occasion, with
dread.”1

Churchill had not been told that he would be photographed. Despite his
qualms, he relented, then pulled out a cigar, lit it, and began puffing away.
Karsh recalls how Churchill’s cigar was ever-present: “I held out an ashtray,
but he would not dispose of it. I went back to my camera and made sure
that everything was all right technically. I waited; he continued to chomp
vigorously at his cigar. I waited. Then I spotted him and, without
premeditation, but ever so respectfully, I said, ‘Forgive me, sir,’ and plucked
the cigar out of his mouth. By the time I got back to my camera, he looked
so belligerent he could have devoured me. It was at that instant that I took
the photograph.”

By plucking the cigar from Churchill’s mouth without permission, Karsh
was able to elicit a fantastic pose and facial expression from the great leader
and thereby capture an exceptional photo.

This photo captures merely one facet of Churchill’s personality and
character. To recognize Churchill more fully, we would need all the portraits
from every artist that sought to represent him artistically. Only then could
we put them together to get a fully rounded picture of the man.

It is the same when the Gospel writers tell us the story of Christ’s
crucifixion. One after the other, the four Gospel writers—Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John—steady their hands. Each artist, with considered, thought-
out brush strokes, uses different colors to paint upon a canvas their
perspective of what transpired on that fatal weekend.

Four portraits. One exhibition. And one figure standing at the center of



all four canvases: Jesus. Surrounding Jesus in these portraits are disciples
who were important figures in His life. What makes this gallery particularly
remarkable is this somewhat obscure figure who appears in all portraits but
about whom we know very little. What we do know is that he was significant
to the story of the resurrection of Christ. That figure is Joseph of Arimathea.

Each Gospel writer draws out a different dimension of this man named
Joseph. As all great portrait artists do, each brush stroke finds and captures
an entire hinterland and tells us more about this unassuming character.
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John each show a different angle and expression
of who this lone figure was. We have a handful of verses to help us piece
together what we see—a regular man written into the divine story.

We know from the Gospel writers that Joseph was a man of prominence
and a business person. He encountered some of the most acute moral
dilemmas we face in our age. He was well known in his field, holding a
position of power and influence. He was a member of the Jewish ruling
council. He had a passion for justice, he stood up against the crowd, and he
was not part of the majority that condemned Jesus. This was a man with a
conscience who proclaimed values that aligned with his practice.

Like so many of our generation, Joseph knew the value of strategic
partnerships. He was a rich man who used his riches well. He stewarded his
affluence and his influence. He was not a theologian. He was not a church
leader. He was a secret disciple. Just as many of us fear the opinions of our
colleagues, he too feared his Jewish contemporaries. He was a reluctant
follower, hesitant to share his faith in the mixing pot that was the Roman
empire. He had the same fears, worries, and anxieties we all feel and
encounter in our everyday environments. Yet he shows us what an
encounter with Jesus Christ can do to an individual life. Joseph was
transformed into a disciple who risked it all. He approached Pilate asking
permission for the dead body of Jesus. He paid a price to anoint Jesus’ body.



He partnered with his friend Nicodemus to prepare the body for burial. And
he placed Jesus in his own tomb. It is this one event that writes him into the
pages of scripture forever.

The description of this man doesn’t have the flair of a Lazarus raised from
the dead. Nor does it match the excitement of Jesus healing the sick or
cleansing ten lepers. However, Joseph’s depiction strikes a chord with the
contemporary mindset of ordinary laypeople more than most by
emphasizing justice and conscience, as well as the use of power.

In a world in which power often supersedes small efforts, it is refreshing to
read about ordinary people doing extraordinary things in order to resolve
the great moral issues of our time. It’s not just the big guns or the religious
establishment who have a major impact on faith; it’s not just those at the top
of governments or big organizations that can effect change, but those at
every level who face acute moral dilemmas and still do the right thing. The
athlete who refuses to take the drugs, the politician who doesn’t take a bribe,
the journalist who stands up against fake news, the citizen who is not swept
along by moments of madness but stays cool when the mob surrounds them.
It is the man who requests to carry the dead body of Jesus and does not
expect to be recorded in the pages of scripture.

Joseph of Arimathea is an example for the practical businessperson going
to work every day. He is for the leader who has to chair meetings, lead
teams, share strategy, and face the moral dilemmas of the workplace. He is
for the woman who seeks to balance the practical, the pragmatic, and the
spiritual. He is for those who don’t make the front page news. He speaks to
our generation from the small print of the great gospel story with a message
of devotion and discipleship.

In a world where harsh compromises have to be made every single day,
we struggle with issues of confidence and conscience. How can we live with
integrity and spiritual insight in our everyday lives? This is the great



challenge of everyone today. Whether you are in the workplace, in a church,
in a voluntary organization, you face hard and difficult decisions that affect
the lives of others.

As we examine and move from canvas to canvas in the gallery, we view
Joseph’s life from a new angle, a fresh perspective; we see this remarkable
man of the utmost relevance to our age. From each of the four Gospel
accounts, we learn something new about the character and intentions of
Joseph. Let’s examine each portrait separately.

Matthew’s account is succinct and concise in that he paints everything we
need to know about Joseph in four short brushstrokes—four verses that
create a compelling picture. We learn that Joseph was a rich man, an
honorable man, and therefore an unlikely disciple. Yet he uses his wealth
not as a wall to insulate himself from the need, but rather as an opportunity
to partner with others to live sacrificially. As we study Matthew’s portrait, we
see that he’s painted Joseph as a man of risk. We see him approaching Pilate
and asking for Jesus’ body. He is the only disciple left in proximity to Jesus as
the others stand at a distance. While we observe the painting, we can’t help
but think, “Where were Jesus’ disciples?” His body was abandoned.
However, a new figure, Joseph of Arimathea, emerges from the shadows and
embraces the task ahead.

As we move slowly along the gallery, we come across another portrait,
painted by Luke. Luke’s picture identifies Joseph as a member of the Jewish
ruling council, the Sanhedrin. It was this council that not only condemned
Jesus throughout his earthly ministry, but sent him to Pilate for a trial and
subsequent execution. But, crucially, Luke points out that Joseph was not
part of the majority vote which condemned Jesus. This is the passage that
highlights for me the central character of Joseph. Luke says he was a “good
and righteous man” (Luke 23:50). A devout Jew waiting for the Kingdom of
God to be established. A man of conscience as well as strength and action



when an injustice is being perpetrated. I see him standing up for the
minority and for justice.

While the Pharisees and Sadducees conformed to the opinions of the
majority, Joseph was longing for the Messiah to come and restore his
relationship with Israel. He was anticipating the Messiah transforming the
earthly fortunes of God’s chosen people, which is why Joseph had the
courage to go to Pilate to ask for Jesus’ body. Moreover, Joseph owned the
tomb that he lends Jesus, and he is prepared to make himself unclean by
touching a dead body. At great risk to his own life, Joseph gives the body the
burial it deserves; it is the upright thing to do.

We then move on to the next portrait. It’s much smaller than the others,
and it’s by a man named Mark (Mark 15:42-47). Although the picture is
smaller, it is full of detail and with more precise brush strokes than the other
paintings. Mark paints his portrait emphasizing that Joseph was a prominent
member of the Sanhedrin council who remained a quiet admirer of Jesus
during Jesus’ earthly life; yet after Jesus’ death, he boldly associated with
Jesus. The man who claimed and buried the dead body of Jesus was scared
to associate with him during his life. Mark’s portrait highlights Joseph’s
humanity by displaying his fear of others’ opinions and judgments. Through
Mark’s portrait, we can see the great risk that Joseph took in stepping
forward.

At the end of the gallery, we come across one more painting by a man
named John. John’s portrait contains details that the other pictures don’t
have—two extra brush strokes, particularly in regard to the burial of Jesus’
body (John 19:38-42). First, John describes how Jesus was buried with spices:
a total of seventy-five pounds of myrrh and aloes. These were spices of such
value that even the most prominent and wealthy would consider them
extravagant. Additionally, there is another figure painted in this picture. His
name is Nicodemus, and he was also a secret disciple. We have seen him



before. In a darker picture, perhaps at night (John 3:1-10)?
If we step back and look at the full canvas of John’s Gospel, we would see

an encounter between Nicodemus and Jesus. Nicodemus came to Jesus at
night and had a conversation with the Galilean rabbi that changed his life
forever (John 3:1-10). Though Nicodemus desperately wanted to know Jesus
and to understand His message, he knew that publicly associating with Jesus
would destroy his reputation. So, Jesus met him where he was at, not
judging him for his secrecy; rather, Jesus patiently answered his questions
and shared truth with him. The impact Jesus had on Nicodemus during that
encounter was enough for him to believe in and follow Christ, even as the
majority was yelling to crucify him. Despite the angry populists yelling and
crowding around him, Nicodemus would remain resolute in the light
because of an encounter that he had with Jesus in the dark.

We read elsewhere in John that, although some wanted Jesus arrested,
others were inspired by his messages, claiming that “No one ever spoke like
this man!” (John 7:46). The chief priests and Pharisees, however, wanted
Jesus arrested due to heresy. But Nicodemus, knowing Jesus’ innocence said,
“Does our law judge a man without first giving him a hearing and learning
what he does?” (John 7:51). We see here that Nicodemus believed in due
process, and we also see that Nicodemus stood up for truth even when it was
difficult and no one was standing with him. Jesus was not arrested at this
time, and I believe that Nicodemus speaking up fulfilled a divine purpose in
Jesus’ continued earthly ministry.

In John’s Gospel, we see portraits of two secret disciples using their
privilege and position to fight for justice. We see two influential, respected
men standing against the mob on behalf of a man who changed their lives
with his love, hope, and truth. We see men who went against the majority,
prepared to deal with the backlash because they’d had an encounter with
Jesus.



***

From the portraits that I have described on the easels of all four Gospel
writers, I see Joseph of Arimathea as a good and upright man who was not a
part of the majority who condemned Jesus. His picture shows a standout
member of the Sanhedrin willing to risk it all, to be ridiculed and rejected
for what he believes. As I’ve studied and pondered the Gospel accounts of
Joseph for many months, I’m intrigued that Joseph took responsibility for
someone that was not himself. He took responsibility for the other, setting
aside his interests and possessions.

What strikes me most as we survey the portraiture of Joseph is this heart
that he clearly had for other people. This is the defining feature of Joseph of
Arimathea; it is as if he is embodying the philosophy of the French
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas who said that he sees in another person’s
face a reflection of himself. He sees the individual’s brokenness, pain, and
longings—the uncertainties and anxiety in their faces—reflecting his own
fears and pain. Like Levinas, Joseph sees the humanity and the glory of
people even when the majority seeks to villainize and dehumanize them.2

He would not be part of our contemporary paradigm whereby the elderly or
other social groups are “othered,” treated as intrinsically different from and
foreign to oneself.

Joseph associated himself with a dead man, an insurrectionist in the eyes
of Rome. He did not “other” Him. He walked away from his prestigious
lifestyle and moved towards a man who was no longer the hoped-for
Messiah, but rather just another fallen wonder-worker. Yet Joseph stood up
for this man when it counted, giving his all to serve the One who came to
serve us all and give His life as a ransom for many (Matthew 20:28).

The portraits of Joseph’s life speak to us all, with easel after easel
demonstrating something of relevance to our everyday context and lives. We
are looking not at a spiritual giant or a hero of the faith as mentioned in the



Hebrews hall of fame, but at a simple businessperson who had encountered
the God who spoke for the most ordinary of people.

It might not be on a canvas with paint. It might be in the classroom, in
the boardroom, or at home with your children, but I urge and invite you to
walk through the gallery with me. To look at the exhibition of Joseph’s life
with fresh eyes and to lean into the story of a person of the small print who
has captivated me and, I pray, will captivate you. I believe that amidst this
gallery of portraits, you will find your own story.
“In His Iconic Portrait, Winston Churchill Is Scowling Over a Lost Cigar.”

PetaPixel. March 08, 2013. Accessed July 08, 2019.
https://petapixel.com/2013/03/08/in-his-iconic-portrait-winston-
churchill-is-scowling-over-a-lost-cigar/.

Young, Bruce. “Meaning of “The Face of the Other”.” Meaning of “The
Face of the Other”. January 01, 1970. Accessed July 08, 2019.
https://faceofother.blogspot.com/2007/03/meaning-of-face-of-
other.html.
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A Great Responsibility

Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Council . . . 
- Mark 15:43, NIV

n my time as a special adviser to the Prime Minister of the UK, I had the
privilege of working with some of the most senior civil servants responsible

for executing government policy. During a recent visit by John Maxwell, a
commanding voice when it comes to developing leaders and teaching
leadership, I introduced him to some of these senior civil servants. When
working with leaders, I always like to take the opportunity to enable and
encourage them to exercise distinctive Christian leadership in the
workplace. Which is why we gathered together, in the prominent building of
Her Majesty’s Treasury. It was a great opportunity to introduce John and his
insights to a very influential group of people. I distinctly remember John
explaining to them that the higher up you went within an organization, the
more important it was to understand the pressures of prominence and the
expectations imposed on you by others. When you are a person of
prominence, your voice carries extra weight, and your opinions are listened
to with greater focus. John described this process in terms of a triangle,
broad at the bottom but narrowing as it reaches closer the top. As
individuals became more prominent, others, in greater number, became
more dependent on their judgments. The more you rise, the more influence
you have.

I imagine that Joseph of Arimathea, by virtue of his prominence, would
have had many people depending on him and looking up to him. Perhaps,



as often happens with all leaders, they would have looked with an eye of
jealousy, but also with admiration.  Every decision and every move was
scrutinized and judged due to his powerful position. Of the little we know of
Joseph, we do know he was a prominent member of the Sanhedrin Council.
Joseph would have been educated in the Hebrew scriptures and would have
undertaken years of rigorous study, sitting under a prominent rabbi. It is
said that you become like those you spend time with. For Joseph, this meant
he would have spent the majority of his time with a group who was highly
concerned  about maintaining order so as not to lose the power and
autonomy they possessed. The council was an assembly of seventy-one
rabbis appointed to sit as a tribunal in every city in the land of Israel. To be
on the Sanhedrin council meant that you were in a position of prominence.
Many scholars and historians described the Sanhedrin as the great law court
of rulers, elders, and scribes. In other words, it was the supreme theocratic
court of the Jews. The council met daily, governing a variety of issues as it
pertained to law and order. But perhaps one of the biggest responsibilities of
the Sanhedrin was the identification and confirmation of the Messiah.

The Gospel writers identify a delegation from the council going out to
question John the Baptist as to whether he was the coming and much
expected Messiah (Matthew 3:1-17). There were many false Messiahs
roaming around during the first part of the century deceiving the people
and making claims for their own divinity. It was the responsibility of the
council to identify and denounce them. And they took their jobs seriously.

The members of the Sanhedrin council largely believed that Jesus’ claims
to be the Messiah were false. They were concerned about the havoc that
followed in the wake of anywhere Jesus went. People flocked to him and
hung on his every word. He was a radical, and his teachings threatened the
order that the Sanhedrin sought to maintain. But, as the Gospel writers tell
us, Joseph did not agree with the rest of the council about the person of



Jesus: the council said Jesus’ words were blasphemous, but Joseph thought
otherwise. He silently followed Jesus, not wanting to lose his position,
reputation, and prominence. He feared what would happen if he publicly
proclaimed his devotion; he was cautious, not wanting to lose his influence.

When I look at Joseph, I see someone who is a steward of his influence.
To be a steward of influence requires humility to temper prominence.

I recall a conversation with Rick Warren, who I first met during the
Global World Economic Forum in Switzerland twenty years ago. This was
before he released Purpose Driven Life, a book which has influenced millions of
people. Rick and I were sitting in a coffee shop, thinking about the Christian
contribution to the debates taking place at the forum regarding the future of
politics and economics. I was very struck by his concern for ensuring that
people had values which would underwrite their lives and give them
purpose. Amongst a gathering of such high-powered people, we were
discussing the importance of stewarding the gifts God had given us and the
people around us, particularly stressing the different ways in which influence
and affluence have the ability to change people’s attitudes and values.
Affluence can be easily stewarded with generosity in giving or tithing. It is
influence that is more difficult to steward.

The importance of stewarding our influence is explained in the most
famous sermon ever preached, the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:13-
16). Jesus said to his listeners: “You are the salt of the earth.” We, as
followers of Jesus, are called to be enhancers and preservers. This
stewarding needs to take place within the context of very real humility.
Remember Jesus’ comments when he called his disciples together and said,
“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great
ones exercise authority over them” (Matthew 20:25). But, looking at the
disciples, he tells them not to be like that. Joseph was God-fearing and, I’ll
assume, he would have recognized his prominence as a gift from God. His



humility marked him out from the rest of the crowd.
We learn from Joseph that we need to accept our own prominence that is

found in the everyday. Maybe it’s the mother who plans the children’s
extracurricular activities, the president of a university society, or the father
who organizes sports on a Saturday morning. The hidden figures who are
rarely found on a stage, but are working hard behind the scenes, are the
lifeblood for those in the spotlight. It could be having a voice in an
influential think tank where your opinions and ideas might be used, but no
one will see you to give you the credit. People with extraordinary gifts and
talents, used in a way that’s not visible in public, but invaluable when used
in private. People of the small print.

Like Joseph, it is probable that in certain circles you are in the spotlight,
and in others you play a more behind-the-scenes role. Whether your
prominence and leadership are more behind the scenes or in the spotlight,
the fact remains that you have people relying on you and, similarly to
Joseph, you have a decision to make regarding whether you will humbly use
your prominence for good or let pride consume you. While in positions of
prominence, it is easy to become consumed by moving up, holding more
power, and having greater influence. Whether your sphere of influence is big
or small, it is important to retain humility in positions of leadership.

We must also recognize that God has called certain people to a
prominence in leadership and they stand out as a result. With any kind of
spotlight, the pressures become insurmountable. We are harsh on our
politicians, our church leaders, and our business leaders. Their prominence
is usually explained away by their desire for power, financial reward, or
influence, which seems to legitimize any attack upon them. The higher you
climb the harder you will fall is a truism strongly (and unfortunately) held for
our generation. I would urge caution. We are always leading and following
simultaneously. To be a good leader, be a good follower first. Joseph was a



leader in the Sanhedrin court, but he was still under the authority of the law,
and under Roman occupation, the pax romana was the ultimate authority
over the people. So, when we look at someone more prominent than
ourselves, let’s try to ensure that our first reaction is to bless, to understand,
and to sympathize with compassion.

God never gives a leader an easy task. When in the Bible did God give
someone an easy job? Free from criticism and opposition? It is never easy to
move people or a vision forward. People who are prominent are under
immense amounts of pressure. They possess strengths which are vulnerable
to temptation, especially if the leader becomes stressed. Leaders and people
in positions of prominence need our prayers now more than ever. We must
ask God to protect and safeguard the blind spots and weaknesses that even
the best leaders carry. This is why Paul urged Timothy to pray for leaders:
“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and
thanksgivings be made for all people,   for kings and all who are in high
positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in
every way. This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior” (1
Timothy 2:1-3).

We are often tempted to look for ways to fast track us to greater influence
and impact. Perhaps a center-fold spread on our accomplishments or a
broadcasting network to focus on our accolades. A choir of affirmation that
cheers from a distance, without knowing the character of the person to
whom they sing. A spike in followers on social media. Such attention
whispers and taunts. Pride, like influence, can spread like wildfire. Jesus
warns us about such dangers. He calls pride a trap and He urges us to
consider how we deal with it, as well as how to conduct ourselves when we
are in the midst of such prominence.

After the people saw the many miracles that Jesus performed throughout
His life, they began to say, “This is indeed the Prophet who is to come into



the world!” (John 6:14). Five thousand men plus women and children
proclaimed wonder and awe at Jesus the prophet. Thousands of voices
swelling into a roar of ovation and adulation for all his deeds. I can’t
imagine for a minute Jesus didn’t hear their cries and become tempted by
power and pride. A chorus promising power and prominence can intoxicate.
No cross needed. No sacrifice required. An army of disciples and followers
waiting in anticipation for His next instruction.

Jesus heard the voices. He heard the cries. But He also heard someone
else—the voice of His Father. And when He heard Him, Jesus retreated and
sought his face. Jesus withdrew to be by Himself. He preferred to be alone
with the true God who could direct Him rather than sit with a crowd who
would promote Him. Jesus knew prominence was a means to carry forth His
Father’s mission. But He understood that it wasn’t the end goal. Logic didn’t
tell Him to dismiss the crowds. Nor was it conventional wisdom that told
Him to turn his back on a willing audience. It wasn’t an audible opinion or
expectation from an external source. It was a voice from within.

So we must ask ourselves the question: if we are in a position of
prominence, do we set aside time to listen to the voice of God? Do we wait
on Him to show us how to use our position and power for his Kingdom? Do
we concern ourselves with the needs of the lost, the last, and the least? If we
pigeonhole individuals who are not as prominent or established as we are,
then we permit ourselves to treat them however we see fit in our own eyes
and not as God sees them. Humanity is prone to different types of pecking
orders, to hierarchy, and to positions of influence. Whether it’s by
prioritizing the privileged over the destitute or giving opportunities to the
affluent over the poor, if we are not careful, an impassable gulf can be
created that can be almost impossible to bridge.

Jesus’ approach to prominence is a model to us: He was humble and used
His influence to serve others. He was inclusive in His interaction with



individuals; He didn’t exclude or isolate people. He socialized with the
wealthy. Jesus laid hands on the blind and declared healing over the lame.
He interacted with the social outcasts and spent time with notable sinners.
Skin disease couldn’t keep Him from the lepers, and racial divides couldn’t
stop Him from speaking to a Samaritan woman. Jesus instructs us to look
upon people with the same eyes that we look through at ourselves. He asks
us to listen to the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit who speaks life, value,
and worth to every individual that we encounter.

Jesus’ life and ministry sent a clear, unmistakable message to people of
prominence and people of influence: your position does not mean you can
stand in a state of superiority over others. On the contrary, it calls you to
serve them. If you are in a position of leadership, management, or influence,
you are instructed to change the way that you look at people. Not to see
them as insider or outsider, but to see everyone as human. There’s equal
standing at the foot of the cross.

The same voice that prompted Joseph of Arimathea not to be part of the
prevailing worldview is a voice that is also available to us. It’s available for us
to take heed and respond to. When you are prominent, pride becomes a
temptation which relentlessly knocks upon your door. Yet, from my
experience in my Christian walk, Jesus rarely thuds down the door. Instead,
He gently knocks and waits: “Behold, I stand at the door and  knock.  If
anyone hears my voice and opens the door,  I will come in to him and eat
with him, and he with me” (Revelation 3:20).

In a world that’s getting busier and more complicated by the day, which
voice do you choose to hear? Few people and even fewer prominent people
allow themselves the space or the time to sit in the silence and hear His
voice. Even fewer tend to open the door. Amidst the competing demands
and fleeting pleasures which prominence can bring, the timeless promise of
His presence is calling and inviting us in. There is no prominent position or



seat of prestige and importance where the voice of Jesus cannot be heard if
we humbly listen.

That was true for Joseph of Arimathea. Whether it was the intense
debates in the Sanhedrin court, the insensitive interruptions which he must
have faced, or the incredible demands on his time, Joseph heard the still,
small voice urging him to pursue a relationship with Jesus Christ. He obeyed
the voice that convicted him that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah.

We don’t know when, but at some point, in the midst of his prominence,
Joseph was convinced that a day was soon to come when every other voice
would be silenced. A day when Jesus’ voice and His voice only would be
heard. A voice that held more weight than the opinions of others, and a
voice that would echo throughout eternity.
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The Rich Man

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea,
named Joseph . . . 
- Matthew 27:57

remember being asked by a thoughtful non-believer at university in South
Africa whether, in the teaching of Jesus, it was the poor who would have a
monopoly of heaven. And I still contemplate that question today.

Having spent over forty years in the center of finance in London, I’ve had
to deal with money every day of my life. I know few things as clearly as I
know the captivating power that money has.

Not only the power it has over the rich, but also over people across the
board. I have met billionaires with huge possessions who are faithful
stewards of their wealth. I have met impoverished young people whose few
possessions had an extraordinary grip on their lives—so much so as to
deflect them from a true relationship with Jesus.

Whenever I’ve been asked the question over the last forty years, about
whether it’s possible to be wealthy (or more precisely a banker) and be a
Christian, the answer I give is the same as given by Jesus: “it is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the
kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:24). There is a real responsibility on those
who do have possessions to know who possesses whom: do your possessions,
your prestige, your finances, your prominence guide you, or do you guide
them? If you are gripped by possessions, you will grope purposelessly for
meaning. Possessions are subordinate to the great relationships that Jesus



calls us to—the relationship with Him, His Father, the Spirit, and the people
around us. In relationship with Jesus, we recover a power that is latent and
strong—a power that can drive riches into the proper subordinate position
in our lives.

I often think of the rich young ruler in Matthew’s Gospel. I’ve heard
many sermons preached on his encounter with Jesus over the years. The
young ruler was rich and prestigious—and he knew it. “Teacher,” he asked,
“what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” (Matthew 19:16). In other
words, thinking like a business person: how much do I need to invest to be
certain of my return? Jesus’ answer was intended to make the young man
recoil:  ‟If you would be  perfect, go,  sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matthew
19:21). 

The statement left the young man distraught. It wasn’t the money that
hindered the rich man but the self-sufficiency and lack of dependence on
Christ. The young man thought that his salvation was just a check away. He
thought it was a transactional. He worked hard, he paid his dues, he earned
his money, and with his good deeds, his account could be credited as paid in
full. Jesus essentially said: “Not a chance. Before you come follow me, you
must give up what you treasure most. What you ask for costs more than you
own, and more than you can afford to pay.” You can’t use a financial system
to pay for the debt you owe. You need a savior to pay it for you.

The rich man’s priorities were revealed through his response: he walked
away dejected. Hosea 13:6  describes this tragic gulf between the man’s
intentions and what he claims to want: “Being satisfied, their heart became
proud; therefore, they forgot me” (NASB). If we aren’t guarded when we
become prosperous, we become proud—and then we often forget God. 

How hard is it to enter the Kingdom of God when you are rich? It is very
difficult for the person who is prosperous to learn that they cannot pay for



something priceless. And we need to be clear that being prosperous is
relative. It does not only refer to the über-rich, but all of us who have
possessions which are far greater than the majority of people living in our
world today. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’ opening beatitude
addressed his listeners, saying, “Blessed are the poor in Spirit” (Matthew
5:3). The true pearl of great price is given not to those who are self-sufficient
but to the spiritually bankrupt, the ones who understand their need for a
savior. God’s reward is given to those who truly surrender, rich or poor. The
people who don’t brag about what they can bring to the table, but those
who beg for mercy and pardon. It’s a strange kingdom when salvation is
born in the dirty soil of destitution and dependency rather than the fertile
ground of riches and success.

Joseph understood his need for a savior well. The great strength of Joseph
of Arimathea was not purely what wealth he had, but what he was prepared
to do with that wealth—and not just functionally but relationally. Joseph of
Arimathea was a man with money, but he was not a lover of money. “For the
love of money is a root of  all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that
some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many
pangs” (1 Timothy 6:10). The lesson we learn from Joseph is that, though he
was rich, he was not stumbling in his wealth, but rather, he was stewarding
his affluence. Through his wealth, he was able to afford the very tomb in
which Jesus was buried. He used his wealth to build up and honor others,
rather than selfishly using it on his own interests. Although he may have
been a secret disciple, when the time came, he laid everything down in order
to follow Jesus. Through this we see that Joseph of Arimathea was a great
steward of his affluence.

This is very important for every disciple who is in the blessed position of
having possessions greater than those that are needed for ordinary life—and
most likely, that would include every reader of this book. The stewarding of



affluence and the careful use of finance is a major issue for every Christian.
Generosity is the hallmark of our faith, and it is a hallmark of our time.
Whether it’s the amount of time and energy that we spend with others who
need our help or the use of finances as part of our discipleship, we should be
known for our generosity.

Paul told Timothy,  ‟Command those who are rich in this present world
not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but
to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our
enjoyment” (1 Timothy 6:17, NIV). Prosperity is a common consequence of
our stewardship over what we have and our everyday faithfulness.  Paul
didn’t tell the rich to feel guilty about being rich; he warned them of its
dangers. We would do well to remember not to get tangled up in it. If you
and I stockpile earthly treasures and not eternal, heavenly ones, what does
that say about where we put our trust and where we focus our attention? 

We can often forget how generous God was and continues to be to us.
God made the first move of generosity by sending his son Jesus to die on a
cross. God the Father went above and beyond anything we could deserve or
imagine, generously forgiving us. Generously accepting us. Generously
loving us. Every breath that we take is a gift from a generous Father to His
children.

If we forget that everything from God is a gift, our possessions and wealth
can easily become idols to us. We live with open hands, trusting that God
will provide for us. If we hold on too tightly to our wealth we become slaves
to it. But when we are generous, we become more fulfilled, free, and
satisfied. God knows the good that can come from stewarding our wealth
well and living a radical life of generosity with the prosperity we have.
Although it’s contrary to our nature, the source of generosity urges us to
give, because every time we make an investment, that investment is being
registered in our eternal home.



There are many ways that we can invest in eternity on this side of heaven.
One of the ways that we can guard our hearts against pride and love of
money is to live by this biblical principle of generosity: Love first, receive
second. This leads to contagious generosity. God loved us so much that He
gave us His best. Loving first, receiving love in return from us second. This
generosity can be found throughout the scriptures. When the love of God
through Jesus appeared, He saved us. Not because of anything we had done,
but because of His grace and mercy, through the washing of rebirth and
renewal by the Holy Spirit whom He generously poured out upon us
through Jesus (Titus 3:4-6).

It’s apparent that generosity is an irresistible and irreplaceable quality of
spirituality. Inside every person is a deep-seated, God-given desire to live out
a generous life. Generosity is essential to walking with Jesus. What Jesus
expects us to do in life cannot be done without a generous attitude. We can
give without loving, but we cannot love without giving. We are most like
Jesus when we are generous, investing in eternity.

Of course, I do not want to oversimplify the terribly difficult and
complicated issues of capitalism and the systems that distribute wealth. I
understand that we cannot just clap our hands or snap our fingers and
assume the money will flow easily. We live within structures and systems,
policies and programs. However, the Bible is clear that God’s storehouse is
fully stocked. The problem is not in the supply but rather it is in the
distribution of that supply. He invites us to live out our lives by investing in
the next generation.

Many American families who lived in the South during the Civil War had
accumulated large amounts of Confederate currency. Thanks to a variety of
variables, families became convinced that the South was going to lose and
their money would soon be worth nothing. As a result, many families
decided to put all their money into the currency that was to come and



prepare themselves for a future at the end of the war. Despite the hardships
of war, families had to constantly believe that the investments they were
making into the coming currency would be worth the present sacrifice.3

In the same way, we are encouraged to invest in a currency which is to
come: the currency of heaven. Are you investing in this currency? Do you
believe the exchange rate is better than anything this world has to offer?

We are often tempted to succumb to the idol of more, and to trust more
over God. Yet more can be a cruel master in that it causes us to drink from
broken cisterns which never fully satisfy (Jeremiah 2:13). Everything we
acquire on earth—if it’s not invested in the Kingdom—will eventually lose
its value. The currency of heaven is the deposit that Jesus has made in each
and every believer. It’s up to us what we choose to do with that deposit. Will
we be like Joseph and build the Kingdom, or will we betray the Kingdom,
like Judas did, for thirty pieces of silver?

God asks us to be faithful with what we have and trust Him with what He
provides, rather than being greedy or stingy. If you and I hoard earthly
treasure and not heavenly ones, what does that say about where we put our
trust? Money is a rotten ruler. It rusts and it rots. It loses its value and joy. It
never satisfies. Selfishness and greed can have a growling, insatiable
stomach, hungering for more and more. But feed it, and we risk more than
losing what we have. We risk losing purpose.

***

I have often been captured by the image of the early church in Acts 2:46:
“And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their
homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts.” Generosity
through financial investment is not the only way that we invest in eternity.
We can invest in the Kingdom of Heaven through our hospitality. We need
to reawaken this verse in the hearts of our society now more than ever. We



are a fast and furious society. Though we have become more efficient in
practice, we have lost the personal connection. Our culture is set up for
isolation. We wear headphones when we commute. We communicate via
text messages. We no longer have to actively exert energy to engage in a
conversation. We can fill up our gas tank with a card from the pump. We
can make bank deposits online. We can buy a gift on Amazon without
having to speak to a customer service representative. You can get to the end
of your day without speaking to anybody. Yet, by the power of the Holy
Spirit, Jesus wants us to be the exception. To actively engage in hospitality
and concern for others.

The first Christians met together daily in the temple and in one another’s
homes. The house, the place of belonging, was the primary means and
method of the church. This was a brilliant strategy of God. The first
generation was a melting pot of different cultures and backgrounds.
Historians tell us at least eighteen different nationalities heard Peter’s
inaugural sermon on the Day of Pentecost. Jews stood next to Gentiles. The
rich next to the poor. Men next to the women.

Can the same diversity be said about us today? All of us can be
hospitable. We can all sit around a table. Hospitality opens the door to
uncommon communion with others. You can issue a genuine invitation. To
the co-worker who eats at the staff lunchroom alone. To the new worker
who has just moved into the city from another country. We are investing in a
different kind of community when we invest in hospitality to others.
Generosity and heavenly currency extends beyond what we do with our
money while on earth; we must be generous with our time, with our love,
and with our empathy. For all the promises we think wealth and
individualism make, they cannot keep a single one for eternity.
Relationships, sharing truth with people, living for Jesus on the earth—these
are things that have an eternal legacy, an everlasting impact.



Joseph understood this. He gave his time and efforts to make sure Jesus
received an honorable burial. He used his wealth to pay for the borrowed
tomb of Jesus. He gave what he had for a greater cause that was other than
his own. And he got to participate in an eternal project that was worth more
than anything he had in his pocket.

We are invited to do the same with what we have and with the time we
have. As you and I are obedient and faithful to invest our talents, then God
will give the increase (1 Corinthians 3:7). You have more on deposit than
you know. You are more prosperous than you realize. Let’s emulate Joseph.
He didn’t let the itch for acquiring more things or more wealth derail him
from using what he had for eternal Kingdom purposes. The investment
from Jesus has been made. The currency has been deposited. It is up to us
to use it and invest it wisely.

The character, heart, and generosity of Joseph laid the foundation for his
actions leading up to and following Jesus’ death. Unassuming and faithful,
Joseph begins fulfilling his purpose as a disciple of the Messiah. A Messiah
for whom he has patiently waited.
Avary, Myrta Lockett. Virginia Girl in the Civil War. D. Appleton and

Company, 1903.
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The Waiting Room

He himself was waiting for the kingdom of God. 
- Luke 23:51, NIV

ur society doesn’t like to wait. We’re busy people. We’ve got schedules to
keep, things to do, and we’re always in a hurry. We’re the get-up-and-go

generation. We weave through the traffic, looking for a faster lane. We frown
at the person who takes eleven items into the ten-item express checkout. We
tap our toe while we wait to receive our pre-ordered Starbucks seconds after
entering the shop. We want minute rice in thirty seconds. We want six-pack
abs in six minutes. Delay has become a dirty word. We don’t like to wait.
Not for the doctor or for a delivery, for traffic, or for God. Unforeseen
circumstances beyond our control can throw us off course and subject us to
a time of waiting, to a time when our plans are overruled.

When things don’t go according to our wishes or people don’t fit our
expectations, we tend to lose patience and become overwhelmed.

We all go through seasons in God’s waiting room. The young couple
seated in the corner? They are waiting to get pregnant. That gentleman
with the briefcase who has sent out hundreds of résumés? He’s waiting on a
job. As the clock ticks, hours become days, days become weeks, weeks
become months, months become years. Waiting on God to intervene,
waiting on God to interrupt, waiting on God with hope. We are caught in
this tension, and we find ourselves stuck in God’s waiting room.

Joseph of Arimathea was familiar with God’s waiting room. He was
expectantly waiting, like so many Orthodox Jews, for the promised Messiah.



Though there was no single understanding of what the Messiah would be
like, there were common elements of His coming which every Jew would
have assumed within their messianic expectations. He was to institute a
renewal of the Temple in Jerusalem. It was also commonly understood that
the Messiah would be a royal military leader who would overthrow Israel’s
enemies and prove His Lordship through conquest. The long-awaited
Messiah was not expected to promote peace and to die at the hands of the
Roman authorities. As British scholar N.T. Wright suggests, “A Messiah who
died at the hands of the pagans, instead of winning God’s battle against
them, was a deceiver.”4

Joseph’s expectations of God and the coming Messiah originated from the
cultural framework in which he participated. It’s vital to remember that the
Kingdom of God for which he was waiting was not some rabbinic invention
or a resolution of the council of the elders conceived in that time. It was the
long, explicit, scriptural expression of a redeeming salvific activity of a
person who would be Yeshua, who would be Messiah.

In light of this worldview and embedded within its tradition, Joseph had a
settled and fixed expectation and hope that this Kingdom could come at
any moment. However, what Joseph could not have imagined was the way
in which this Kingdom would be inaugurated in and through the life of
Jesus. I can imagine him grappling with a developing reality of Jesus’
authority and influence and the growth in his own personal trust in Jesus
Christ against the context of this waiting. Jesus didn’t quite line up with his
expectations. Nonetheless, Joseph was captivated by Jesus’ claims to this
expectant but undefined Kingdom. His expectations and ideas were being
challenged as he became engrossed by the person of Jesus. Joseph waited
upon God and because of that, he discovered the Messiah who he had been
waiting for his whole life. Joseph’s views did not align with other prominent
Jews—his co-workers and colleagues—which is why he was a secret disciple



during Jesus’ life. He was processing the fact that he had to leave behind his
expectations of the coming Messiah in order to recognize Jesus as the
expectant liberator.

Like Joseph, our own expectations often collide with reality precisely
because of our selective reading of the situations we are in. How often have
we had to correct our own images of Jesus, expecting Him to dance to our
tunes, only to realize, when He doesn’t anoint our desires for self-satisfaction
or fulfillment, we have defined Him in our own image? Our view of God
often limits our understanding of the fullness of His character.

Unlike Joseph, we know the full expression of what the messianic promises
were. We have seen in Jesus the fulfillment of all that expectation. Now we
can act and wait for the final revelation. During this waiting for the second
coming of Christ, we can sometimes grow impatient and frustrated as we try
to fulfill our divine purpose on earth.

There was a season in which I saw several of my financier friends
becoming full-time Christian ministers. So, I too began a period of pursuing
discernment, trying to assess whether I was similarly called. In many ways, I
longed for that to happen. I went to visit the Archbishop of Cape Town in
South Africa (where I was born). He was a remarkable man of God who
initiated a new outpouring of the Spirit of God in the church in South
Africa. I still have his letter in which he offered to ordain me as a priest in
his diocese. It was a confusing time; I didn’t know whether to accept his
offer for ordination or continue my career as a banker.

A year passed as I was praying to discern God’s will, and I was waiting for
the Spirit of God to clarify my next steps and the main directional thrust of
my life. I decided to set aside a day to pray, fast, and to walk along the River
Thames outside London. As I did so, I had the closest assurance I have ever
had that my calling was to remain in finance. The call to priesthood was
attractive, and it felt like a huge sacrifice giving it up. As I walked along the



path of the river, I realized that obedience is better than sacrifice, and as
harsh as the financial environment is, His grace would be sufficient to equip
me. And then, an extraordinary verse from Luke 24 leapt out at me. Taken
completely out of its context, it had a riveting meaning and was one of the
very few occasions that I can absolutely say that I know for a fact that God
spoke to me in a decisive way through the Scriptures. It said, “Stay in the
city until you are clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:49). I
remained in the city of London and in the financial district specifically—
itself called the City—and in retrospect it was in the long waiting that God
recalibrated my aspirations, reset my expectations, and reignited my
purpose.

Waiting is not wasting. There are times in all our lives when it is not
immediately obvious how God intends to move in our lives. Joseph of
Arimathea did not waste his time in waiting for the Kingdom. He saw the
glimpse of it in Jesus, even if he did not fully understand what it was all
about. He didn’t waste his time, and while he was waiting, he did not waver
in his search for the truth. He waited for the Lord to make Himself known
to him.

Learning patience and waiting for God to reveal Himself in our lives is
the daily expectation of every Christian. We wait for the Kingdom to be
fully revealed to us, but we know that the Spirit of God has come. As Luke
records Jesus saying in Luke 11:20: “But if it is by the finger of God that I
cast out demons, then  the kingdom of God has come upon you.” In this
decisive verse,  Jesus gives us the Kingdom. In one sense, the waiting
experienced by Joseph is over. In another, the fulfillment is yet to come. The
Messiah came and died for us and gave us the Holy Spirit as a deposit for
what is to come (2 Corinthians 1:22). But we still experience pain, suffering,
sin, and separation from God while on the earth; we wait for Jesus to come
back so that we can be united with God. We live in this in-between age of



uncertainty, of doubt, of misunderstanding, of disappointment. But that does
not weigh us down as we wait for the full expression of the Kingdom of
God, when sorrow, weeping, and mourning will cease. 

In one of the most dramatic examples of waiting in the Bible, Daniel
prays for people who had been oppressed for seventy years. He abstained
from food and drink for twenty-one days as he labored in prayer, persisted,
pleaded, and agonized. No response.

On the twenty-second day, an angel of God appeared. He revealed to
Daniel that his prayer had been heard on the first day. From an earthly
perspective, nothing was happening for the first twenty-one days. But, from
a heavenly perspective, a battle was raging in the spiritual realm. Daniel’s
waiting was not wasted. God was working!

What if Daniel had given up, lost faith, or walked away from God? He
might not have experienced the abundant life that God had for him. He
might not have seen God’s promises fulfilled in his life. Daniel’s patience is
an example to us. We must walk out in our purpose, relying on and
believing in God’s promises.

When we wait, we trust the workings of God. The Hebrew word for wait
is Qavah, and it has two meanings, both helpful. One is “to bind together.”
The word picture depicts the image of a person braiding hair or binding the
strands of a rope together. But it also means “to look patiently, or to hope, or
to expect or to look eagerly.”5 Waiting on God requires confident
expectation. We trust someone is binding this thing together, weaving our
lives and purpose together. To wait is not to be inactive. To wait is to have a
trusting hope that everything will be bound together for a glorious purpose.

The New Testament word for wait is equally helpful: Prosdechomai. It is a
Greek compound word between pros, which means “toward,” and dechomai,
which means “to wait.”6 The grammar is a bit awkward, but the meaning is
beautiful. To wait eagerly as if you’re on the edge of your seat or standing on



your tiptoes. The New Testament uses this word when it talks about a man
by the name of Simeon. God told Simeon that he would live long enough to
see the birth of the Messiah. Simeon was patient and had faith that God
would fulfill what He had promised. When Simeon saw Jesus as a baby, he
said, “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised you may now dismiss your
servant in peace . . . for my eyes have seen your salvation” (Luke 2:29-30,
NIV). Simeon waited many years for God’s promise to be fulfilled in his life,
but he continued to have faith in God’s promise and rejoiced when it was
fulfilled.

To wait is not to be inactive. To wait is not to be passive. It’s to wait
forwardly. It means living in expectation of God’s blessing. To wait is not to
worry and panic about what’s next. To wait is not to fear nor to make
demands. To wait is to live in this faithful, hopeful, and prayerful
expectation that God will fulfill His promise.

Think about a farmer. Does he attempt to harvest a crop on the day after
planting the seed? No, he plants the seed, and then what does he do? He
waits. He may water the field, but he’s waiting. Does he run up and down
the field saying, “Come on, grow!” No. He has learned to trust the inherent
nature of the seed. He has learned that, given time, the seed will shove away
the shell and grow. The farmer waits while the seed works. Would you not
consider trusting the inherent nature of your Heavenly Father? Would you
not consider abandoning the posture of anxiety and choosing instead to live
in confident expectation?

The mantra of God’s waiting room is this: “Be still and know that I am
God” (Psalm 46:10). God told this to Moses and the children of Israel after
they had just been released from Egyptian captivity: “And Moses said to the
people,  ‘Fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of the Lord, which he
will work for you today. For  the Egyptians whom you see today, you shall
never see again’” (Exodus 14:13). The Israelites had the Egyptian army



behind them, the Red Sea in front of them. It was death on both sides. It
was an impossible situation. But what did God tell them to do? Stand still.
They didn’t know God’s hand was already beneath the Red Sea, parting the
waves. That His breath was already coming from the heavens to separate
the water. God was working while they were waiting.

We can be still because God is God. We can be patient because God is
active. We can rest because God is busy. We can be glad because God is
good, and our good God works. And while we wait, God doesn’t just work.
He works for us.

In our seasons of waiting, we must also try to remember God’s patience
with us. How many could say God has been patient with you? When was
He patient with you? Was there a season in your life when the only time you
mentioned God’s name was in vain? Was there a season in your life that the
only time you went to church was because someone dragged you there? Was
God not patient with you then? Has he not been patient with you even
today? If God has been so patient with us, can we not be patient with Him
and with His ways? Since God is so patient with us, should we not be
patient with others?

Like Joseph, let’s be a people who wait upon God with hope and humility.
Just as Joseph waited upon God to reveal Himself to Joseph, we must also
seek to set aside our expectations of God in order to experience and see
Him fully. If you ask, God will grant you the patience, like Joseph of
Arimathea, to wait for the Kingdom to come with eyes wide open.

Joseph, expectant of the Kingdom of God to be fulfilled through the
person of Jesus, now has to stand up to the rest of thecouncil and defend this
man they seek to destroy.
“The Messiah We Hope For.” RZIM. Accessed July 08, 2019.
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Passion for Justice

He was a good and honorable man . . . 
- Luke 23:51

n Luke’s account, Joseph of Arimathea refused to go along with the
judgment of the ruling council to convict Jesus. The day after Jesus was

arrested, “The council of the elders of the people, both the chief priests and
the teachers of the law, met together, and Jesus was led before them” (Luke
22:66, NIV). Joseph was there in that council defending Jesus, not denying
him. Joseph “had not consented to their decision and action” (Luke 23:51).
In this short verse, we see the commitment of Joseph—a commitment to
justice, to fairness, and to speaking up even when the crowd was asking for
blood. A man standing out against the prevailing consensus. A person of
conscience standing alone. Someone who was prepared to put his core
values first and not to be drawn along with the irrational intensity of the
Sanhedrin and the speeches at their meeting.

Joseph speaks into this partisan invective. The council wanted Jesus
crucified, but Joseph knew Jesus was innocent, and he had to stand against
this injustice. It was Joseph, a business person and prominent member of the
Sanhedrin council, who risked his reputation and position in order to stand
up for an innocent man. Though we don’t know the grounds of Joseph’s
argument, he must have argued against the decision to accuse Jesus of
blasphemy. In his heart of hearts, hidden disciple or not, Joseph knew that
Jesus was innocent, so he spoke against the majority and he defended Jesus.
Herein lies a true “good and honorable man,” as Luke describes him (Luke



23:50, GNT).
“If you are the messiah,” the council said “then tell us” (Luke 22:67,

NIV). The Scripture tells us they all asked Jesus, “Are you the Son of God,
then?” (Luke 22:70). There was clamor as they shouted their threats; their
taunting is hardly that of a dispassionate enquiry. You can feel the snarl in
their questions. You can imagine the frowns on their faces, with the contours
of their faces becoming more and more exacerbated by this supposed
resurrectionist and blasphemer.

Jesus brilliantly answers them: “If I tell you, you would not believe, and if
I ask you, you will not answer” (Luke 22:67-68). But then He uses a more
indicative tone in verse 69: “From now on, the son of man will be seated at
the right hand of the mighty God” (NIV). Here the hypotheticals stop. He
claimed to be the Son of God. He has answered directly. The accusations of
Jesus’ accusers are verified. “Then they said, ‘What further testimony do we
need? We have heard it ourselves from his own lips’” (Luke 22:71). Then the
council brought Jesus before Pilate, “and they began to accuse him, saying,
‘We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute
to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.’” (Luke 23:2).

It was now up to the Pilate to decide Jesus’ fate. He held the seat of power.
He had the choice. He wore the signet ring. Was he going to pardon Jesus or
send Him to His death? We can picture Pilate ascending to his seat, looking
down on the accused Jesus as He is brought into the room and placed below
him. Pilate looks at the lone figure and asks, “Are you the King of the
Jews?” (Luke 23:3). Jesus at this point may have lifted His head and looked
into the eyes of Pilate. Jesus is calm. Perhaps Pilate studied Jesus’ face
intently. Why was there no fight? Why was there no fear? No sense of panic. No desire to
plead.

Jesus knew His hour was upon Him to drink the bitter cup He asked to be
taken away from Him in the garden of Gethsemane (Luke 22:42). Jesus



replies: “You have said so” (Luke 23:3). No defense. No explanation given.
No begging for mercy. No asking for pardon or acquittal. The adroitness of
the answer carries salvific weight.

The religious leaders’ voices prevailed, and Pilate’s pride took precedence.
The rhetoric of the council’s rationalizations rang louder than perhaps
Pilate’s conscience. With a compelling argument behind the council, and a
silent Messiah standing there, the decision was made. Pilate washed his
hands. An innocent man condemned. A Savior rejected. An opportunity
ignored. Christ’s voice was muted and the voice of the people’s
representatives, bar one, was heard.

Joseph must have had all of these words ringing in his ears. The scenes
just described must have been like a film playing over and over in his mind.
Allow yourself to be drawn into this gathering of the most senior religious
leaders. Watch them—the council, the chief priests, the teachers of the law
—taunting Jesus. Then one man steps forward and has the courage to
disagree: he was not part of the majority when the vote came to be taken.

He did that most difficult of things: to speak truth to power. Like Joseph,
there will always be a need for someone to speak up for the voiceless. To
take the side of the exploited. To try to argue for the rights of those who
don’t have any. That is why the Bible so frequently talks about the
importance of justice: “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice,
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).

Sometimes it feels like we are the only ones in a sea of people who are
standing up for what we believe is right. Being a principled person means
having values and convictions and also speaking truth even when no one
else around us is. Being principled requires courage and strength even at the
risk of losing your reputation. Standing up for what is right requires
sacrifice, but it ushers in the hope that is everlasting. When we fight for
justice, we are living out the truths of the Bible. We are following the



example of Joseph who boldly and bravely spoke truth.

***

In our daily lives, things like economic inequity, racism, political division,
and uncertainty feed our fears. People have discordant opinions about their
leaders, about government, and about those in seats of power. Yet, as I study
the life of Joseph, it occurs to me that a spirit of uncertainty, division, and
fear hung over first-century Palestine also. Israel was ruled by an oppressive
regime, typified early on in the Gospels with the account recorded of
Herod’s massacre of babies. The Roman Empire had a strict stance against
people whose faith was exalted above the Roman Emperor. It was an insult
to Rome, an indictment upon Nero. There was only one king. There was
only one Lord. And His face shone off the silver denarii in an individual’s
pocket. Against this background, Joseph unknowingly joined the pages of
Scripture in his active decision to embrace a costly engagement with God’s
heart. He decided to battle for justice in the midst of this political, social,
and cultural constriction that surrounded him.

This is our challenge as Christians. We do not want to be Christians who
sit in an ivory tower of community and theology or live in a vacuum.
Edmund Burke once declared, “All that it takes for evil to prosper is for
righteous people to do nothing.”7 As followers of Jesus, we have both the
privilege and the responsibility to do something when we see injustices. We
have the privilege of speaking hope and bringing good news to everyone.

Today, the world lives under a cloud of uncertainty, hopelessness, and
division. And yet the gospel continues to transform lives. As Christians, we
have the opportunity to leave in our wake the joyful evidence of justice,
mercy, freedom, and healing to all people groups that are in need. It is our
duty to obey James’ command: to be both hearers of the word and doers of
the word (James 1:19-26). This is how we display and offer hope to people



in a world so desperately in need of hope. When the theologian Augustine
was asked about hope he said, “Hope has two beautiful daughters: anger
and courage.”8 Anger at the injustice that is happening all around us and
courage to do something, to fight for justice, rather than to ignore it and let
it continue to happen.

I am constantly challenged in my walk with Christ, wondering if I am
embodying God’s heart for the marginalized. Am I allowing the Spirit of
God to work and move through me? To care for those in poor situations and
hurting places? The homeless and the destitute, the broke and the broken?
Am I an effective blend of hope, anger, and courage, so that I can constantly
pursue a principled life of justice and mercy? The principles and practices of
justice align with the commands and character of Jesus. Yet why don’t more
Christians stand for justice? Kierkegaard once said, “The difference
between an admirer and a follower still remains, no matter where you are.
The admirer never makes any true sacrifices. He always plays it safe.”9

Joseph went from being an admirer to a follower of Jesus. From a shadow
disciple to being somebody out in the open. Injustice provoked Joseph to
speak up. He knew Jesus was innocent, he believed Jesus was who He said
He was, and he spoke up so that an innocent man might not die.

Like a thread woven throughout the fabric of God’s heart, all throughout
Jesus’ ministry, justice was His priority. Justice is mentioned over 400 times
in the Bible and is a key concern for God. Justice is part of who He is and
what Jesus came to reveal. Justice has always been God’s design for His
creation. The Holy Spirit alights upon Jesus and anoints Him to bring about
the justice of His heavenly Father, saying, “I will put my Spirit upon him,
and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles” (Matthew 12:18). One of the
by-products of concerning ourselves with justice is that it leads us towards
closer union and communion with Jesus.

Matthew recalls the prophecy of Isaiah concerning the Messiah who will



proclaim justice to the nations (Matthew 12:18). Furthermore,
Deuteronomy 16:20 tells us that we are to pursue justice, and Amos 5:24
declares, “Let justice roll down like waters.” Repeatedly, four groups are
singled out as special recipients of justice and mercy: the poor, the widow,
the orphan, and the ostracized or alienated. We therefore ask God to give us
a vision in which justice springs forth and injustices come undone. Because
this is when the victim of trafficking is freed, the homeless are fed, and
inequality is eradicated. We need to have the courage to stand up for truth
—despite the opposition which might come about as a result. We must be
the voices for the marginalized and the broken. Rather than being part of
the prevailing ethos and ideologies or being part of the majority, we are
called to believe in a cause that’s worth fighting for.

This is what Joseph of Arimathea did. Joseph, like the heroes of faith
before him, stood up for justice in the face of oppression and corruption. He
followed in the footsteps of Moses, who stood up against Pharaoh. He
followed the example of Daniel, who refused to adopt the mindset and
customs of the Babylonian culture he was in. Joseph emulated the courage
of Esther, who boldly spoke truth in the face of injustice and saved an entire
people group. These battles for justice were deep within the Jewish heritage
in which Joseph was living.

I think back to when I was a student in South Africa. We lived under
apartheid, a brutal regime that believed its policies were sanctified by a
biblical understanding, but it was so erroneous it hardly needs discussing. I
remember the burning injustice that I felt as a student, and a white,
privileged student at that. I tried to disagree both with the prevailing
philosophy and the consequential actions being taken which required white
and black people to be separate in schools and all public institutions. I spoke
up against the injustice, and eventually, I became a chairman of the
academic freedom committee at a university. There, we reaffirmed year



after year that the university was a place where people could come together
without regard to race, religion, or gender, even though this freedom was
not, in fact, legal.

I recently returned to visit the university, and it happened to be
graduation day. I was totally choked up to see a throng of students of every
race and culture in their academic regalia and their proud parents on the
steps of the Great Hall. It was deeply moving and could never legally have
happened when I was there as a student. Tiny hopes haltingly expressed
against the prevailing powers decades ago had become reality.

I believe there is within each one of us a passion to do the right thing.
“The right thing” is not simply what best suits us at the moment; it is not
governed by fleeting feelings. It is a passion for justice which is fueled by
truth, anger, and courage. It is this same passion for justice written in the
pages of the Bible. This passion for justice is born out of an understanding
that God is just and that we are reflecting His desire for people to be treated
with dignity every single day.

I think of Nelson Mandela, the anti-apartheid  revolutionary. He
passionately fought for justice and stood up for what he believed was right,
even at the cost of twenty-six years in prison.

I think of Winston Churchill. It was Churchill who stood against the
prevailing view of the time that appeasing Hitler was the easiest way ahead.
He was a lone voice. But he saved a nation, if not civilization itself. His
suggestion that we should not ever underestimate the power of a dedicated
minority is all the more trenchant because he lived it out in his own life.

I think of Rosa Parks, the woman who quietly refused to give up her seat
for a white passenger on a segregated bus, thereby launching the Civil
Rights Movement.

I think of William Wilberforce, a man who remains an example of what it
means to be a truly courageous leader. He faced adversity head-on and



never wavered in his resolve to abolish slavery and bring about the
emancipation of those that were oppressed. He was both passionate about
accomplishing his life’s goal and unrelenting in his quest for bringing about
meaningful and lasting change during a dark and difficult time in history.
He committed his life to a higher calling: the pursuit of ending the British
slave trade. He stayed in Parliament, going against the prevailing worldview,
so he could advocate for the abolition of the slave trade.

We see examples of people standing up for justice on a daily basis. I think
of the Occupy Movement in London. Some years ago, the Occupy
Movement, a group of young people determined to see the reimagination of
the market economy which had been tarnished by the great financial crisis,
gathered in protest in London. Hundreds of them took over the steps of St.
Paul’s Cathedral, pitched tents, and refused to move. The City fathers were
in a quandary and wished to have them evacuated and driven off the
territory. The Cathedral authorities were trying to accommodate the
expression of these ideals but were eventually forced to close the Cathedral.
There was outrage on all sides —those who believed that the Cathedral
should have been kept open as a place of sanctuary and those that believed
that the protestors should have been hosed off the territory with high-
powered water hoses. I felt very strongly myself that capitalism had indeed
come adrift from its moorings—both in ethics and in values. The
demonstrators were trying to highlight an injustice which required an
urgent response if justice was to prevail.

The Bishop of London invited me to intervene and to try and bring about
a peaceful solution, which seemed a daunting task, as there had already
been violent clashes with the police. Through active engagement, with the
demonstrators and with leaders of the City, further violence was averted.
The demonstrators, having made their points, moved on with the assurance
that the messages had been heard. Following the sit-in, we initiated a series



of dialogues to raise awareness of these issues and to engage with those
protesting, with consultations held at the very Cathedral from which the
protestors had been barred.

There are many of these situations in which it is right to speak as a voice
for the minority. We do so, not in order to be difficult or contrary to other
opinions or prove some moral superiority, but rather because it is the great
call of God to remain engaged with the key issues of society. Because
wherever justice prevails, freedom follows, and the Kingdom advances.
Wherever justice is denied, freedom fails. The broader perspective gives us
the confidence to speak on issues of justice even when it is a minority view.
And that perspective comes from the Spirit of God, who enlightens the
Scripture to us and reveals the heart of God. We need to be the ones in our
time to speak, as Joseph of Arimathea did in his, against the prevailing ethos
of popular opinion. The passion for freedom and the passion for justice run
closely together; in order to be free, we must be just. We must be principled
people, quick to obey God’s truths. Joseph of Arimathea broke out of the
council’s parochial paradigm. He could see a much bigger picture. In this
person of Jesus, there was the Messiah.

The calling of Joseph to stand up for justice is the same call to us. When a
culture does not wish to be held accountable, then we need to speak truth to
power—with courage, empowered by the Spirit of God, emboldened by the
memory of Joseph. Sometimes, we are called to restate the principles upon
which we believe a free society can live. To rebuke authorities whenever
justice is denied. It is a calling that is inextricably bound up in the life of
every ordinary Christian.

Joseph of Arimathea and all the aforementioned examples serve as
signposts for us to follow in the same direction. They all had the courage to
be sure about their purpose and values—not to let current circumstances
dictate the future and to take decisive and intentional action. They all



persevered in the midst of adversity and hardship and stood up for what
they believed in. I believe this should inspire us to be optimistic in pursuing
God’s heart for justice. We can follow Joseph’s example.

The night Jesus was arrested, he was brought before the chief priests, the
officers, and the elders. He said to them, “This is your hour—when
darkness reigns” (Luke 22:53, NIV). And indeed, darkness reigned from that
moment on. Through the trial, through the crucifixion, through the death
of Jesus, through the silence which followed.

Joseph, alone after the council meeting where he defended Jesus’
innocence, forever surrendered the title of admirer of Jesus and exchanged it
for the title of follower. Though he spoke against the injustice of killing an
innocent man, he was overruled. He watched, heartbroken, as they crucified
the person he believed was the Messiah.
Quote attributed to Edmund Burke (in a letter addressed to Thomas

Mercer).
As quoted in  Spirituality and Liberation: Overcoming the Great

Fallacy (1988) by Robert McAfee Brown, p. 136.
Kierkegaard, Soren.  Bread and Wine: Readings for Lent and Easter.

Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005. 55-60.
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Under Pressure

Joseph of Arimathea . . . took courage and went to Pilate and
asked for the body of Jesus. 

- Mark 15:43

have been in very tense situations, both personally and professionally,
where a decision had to be made, and the wrong decision came about in the
end. That’s when the horrible truth dawns that you could have done better.
Sometimes emotions run high, and logic and reason become of secondary
importance. That’s when the video replay takes place. What more should I
have said? Could I have handled it better? Did I do everything I could have
done?

Joseph must have carried that weight with him as he watched the horror
of Jesus being murdered. His heart must have been broken when he looked
up at the dying Jesus on the cross. He must have felt burdened by the same
thoughts that we are so often burdened by: What more should I have said? Could
I have handled it better? Did I do everything I could have done?

His instinct would have told him he needed to negotiate something, to do
something more. How could he honor this man the way He deserved to be honored?
Wishing he could have done more to stop this, he must have thought about
what he could do now. How could he help this man whom he had come to
know and love? How could he honor Him? He had money and resources.
He could provide an honorable burial after this unjust, dishonorable death.
He must have thought about how his unique position granted him access to
the Roman authorities. Unlike most, he could get an appointment with



Pilate. His head must have calculated whether it was worth potentially
sacrificing his position, his prominence, his prosperity to self-identify with an
insurrectionist. But was that even his place? He was a secret disciple, not an
obvious disciple. He wasn’t known like Peter, James, and John. Surely they
were more entitled to mourn and honor Jesus’ death. Or what about Jesus’
family? Joseph must have felt the pressure building, and yet, as we discover,
he was prepared to work through this pressure.

Pressure draws out the conflict within us, and we become stressed and
fearful when we’re unable to see a way in which a decision will be made.
We’re forced to make a choice when we would prefer to duck. Here was
Joseph waiting for the Kingdom of God—the long-held expectation of the
way in which God would be moving—and at the same time privately
harboring a real sense that Jesus was that promised Messiah. It must have
been a growing inner conviction that led him to speak up before the council,
and now that same inner conviction was telling him to do more, to speak up
again and ask Pilate for the body. He would have been torn between the
stress of the responsibility he felt and the fear that it wasn’t his role to ask for
the body.

That is often the case when we think that others have the responsibility to
speak up or to take action. We think there are others more equipped and in
better standing who are better able than we are to fix what is broken. There
are others. But this is where things go wrong. We need to learn from Joseph
that there are times when it is right to act, irrespective of whether others
have a better standing and more responsibility to act.

We all face the pressure of making difficult decisions. Pressure builds
when the stress of responsibility and the fear of the unknown infiltrate our
decision-making process. Pressure is inevitable because we face decisions,
fear, and stress every day. We can’t control the fact that pressure is all
around us, but we can control how we respond to pressure.



According to recent studies, one in four individuals suffers from stress.10

This is the highest it’s been since World War II. Concerns and anxieties rule
our thoughts and actions. Uncertainty governs our minds like a thick black
cloud that never seems to disappear. Potential for misfortune keeps us up at
night. We worry about our economic climate with mounting bills, mouths to
feed, families to provide for. We also have to deal with the dynamics of the
press and social media, which can create an unusual dissonance within us. It
means that we are always “on.” While modern communication has
increased the ease of our life, it has also significantly increased the speed at
which it moves. Technology has advanced to such a degree that we have no
frame of reference for how we should handle the sheer volume of data that
is coming at us. Close-knit communities have given way to 24/7
connectivity, and surface-level swiping and scrolling has led to stress-induced
living. Exchanges that once took weeks by mail can now happen on the
other side of the world in seconds or minutes. This can lead us to do more
and to be expected to do more. The pressure to respond quickly dominates
our psyche and is now woven throughout the fabric of our culture and work
environments.

Sometimes the pressure comes in small waves, testing us in little ways we
can easily overcome.

At other times, it comes at us like a raging torrent that leaves us gasping
for air. What-ifs and if-onlys collide to create a storm of stress and fear. It’s
as if a stampede of pressure is knocking at our doors every single morning,
lurking to see whether we will cope with the day’s demands.

As you’re reading this chapter, I’m sure your mind goes back to a time or
season in which you were thrown off course by daily demands. Within the
space of twenty-four hours, you’ve ridden the rollercoaster of joy and
celebration to fear and despair. Perhaps as a Christian, you’ve silently
whispered and wondered if God can relate to what you are going through in



your office, in your team, or in your home. Maybe you feel convicted to
share your faith in your office, but you worry that it isn’t your place. Maybe
you feel you ought to help someone out financially, but you are worried that
they will be offended. Maybe you want to take a stand against an injustice,
but you are afraid you will lose your standing in the community.

Like Joseph, we too have decisions that need to be made and problems we
need to resolve. We face the problem of holding together seemingly opposite
desires; we want what is best and safest for us, but we also want what is best
for others. In business, that’s the conflict between the desire to maximize
profit and the understanding of whether that is good for all the stakeholders.
I’ve found in situations like this it is best to hold together the tension, but to
be clear on what that tension is and to work through the issues both
prayerfully but also importantly analytically. But also, it is important to talk
through the conflicting thoughts with others so that you can arrive at a
consensus or at least some degree of clarity. I find it helpful to name the
issue, clarify the pros and cons of the problem, press the envelope, and test
the assumptions on my own and with others. Then, and only then, act.

I know how difficult it can be to have so many people wanting different
things from you. I know how it feels to receive one call with other people
waiting impatiently on other phone lines. I even know what it’s like to see a
line begin to form outside my office door, with each person wanting answers
to different, specific requests. Perhaps you planned a quiet night in to rest
and instead, the doorbell rings suddenly. Perhaps you sought to empty your
inbox at the office and instead bumped into a troubled colleague who
needed some advice. Perhaps you wanted to get away for the weekend, but
your team has let you down and the project in question isn’t finished.

Jesus is well aware of how you feel (Hebrews 2:18). His heart has grieved.
His plans have been squashed. His expectations have led to disappointment.
He has faced pressure. Jesus can relate to the hassles, the headaches, and the



heartbreak we can often feel in our lives. We are not alone in these feelings.
Jesus experienced them too and set the perfect example for how to respond.
Jesus modeled unity with God in the midst of pressure and fear; He showed
us what unconditional trust in a perfect God looks like. God’s call to trust
Him is not a call to naïveté or ignorance. We aren’t to be oblivious to the
overwhelming stresses and pressures that life brings. We are to
counterbalance them with remembering God’s faithfulness: “We must pay
much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it”
(Hebrews 2:1). God has hung His credentials in creation. He has referenced
His faithfulness in Scripture, and He is the commander of every stress, every
fear, and all the pressure we will ever face. He can be trusted and provides
us with the power to face the pressures of our everyday lives.

Joseph of Arimathea speaks to this reality. He acted not out of fear, but
out of trust in God.

As Christians in the world, we risk persecution. We must prepare for it
and we are to resist it when it comes. Today more than 200 million
Christians in sixty countries experience imprisonment, torture, and death
for their faith.11 Such statistics have a way of silencing us. We can be numb
to the reality of such persecution. The statistics are more than academic. In
whatever form, whether physical or verbal, persecution will come to us if we
profess faith in Jesus Christ.

The spiritual oppression which Christians face in the marketplace is real.
We might not all be facing guns and swords from terrorist attacks, but we do
deal with critics and accusers. We face the academics and the educated who
call our faith primitive and insist that it is no longer relevant to our culture.
In the workplace, board members can pressure you to compromise your
values or integrity. Whenever you have weak moments, co-workers are there
to make it their goal to call out your hypocrisy and dub you as a fake.

Some of us have experienced family members who have put pressure on



us to adhere to traditional customs. Friends have mocked our faith and
belittled our convictions. If you’re a student in college, professors and
contemporaries perhaps laugh at your beliefs and worldview. You face the
daily pressure to conform to people’s ideals and to forsake your convictions.
Persecution will come. That’s something we can be sure of. But how many
of us are prepared to deal with it, and then be able to resist it?

I think of the persecution that the early church suffered as the gospel was
spreading and the Spirit was moving after Jesus’ resurrection. In the first few
chapters of Acts, we see that the fruit of the disciples’ ministry and
obedience was evident to all—all except the religious rulers of their day. The
religious rulers sought to silence the disciples by pressuring, threatening, and
persecuting them.

For some time following Jesus’ resurrection, the early church enjoyed low-
hanging fruit and great testimonies of God’s faithfulness. The ripple effect of
Pentecost brought in over 3,000 lost souls. The church was healing the sick,
preaching the word, and praying together in homes. Their practical
demonstration authenticated their proclaimed declarations. The church
grew at a rapid rate. Their social media accounts would have been
booming. They would have been tagged in photograph after photograph.
Hashtags of baptism and deliverance would hit our feeds. The momentum
was with the early church. That describes the first three chapters of the book
of Acts. But then the tone shifts. A page is turned. Acts 4 begins to unfold.

The Church is barely out of its embryonic stage and in walks the
persecution: “The priests and the captain of the temple and the Sadducees
came upon them” (Acts 4:1). Peter and John must have been thinking of the
crucifixion. The cross. The nails. The crown of thorns. It was all coming
back to them.

During Jesus’ last days on earth, Peter had nothing but a bad record when
it came to the pressure of persecution. He floundered under pressure in the



garden of Gethsemane, as he drew his sword to protect Jesus and cut off the
right ear of the soldier (John 18:10). Then when Jesus was arrested shortly
after, Peter denied that he knew Jesus to three different people, seeking to
distance himself from persecution. When pressure came, Peter did not
respond well.

So far, the persecution was getting to Peter. Yet, post-resurrection, as the
church was being built, something shifted: the empowering spirit came upon
them. Every test had been a failure up to that point, but this time, Peter
decided to stand firm. Even if he was shaking in fear, he stood tall, boldly
proclaiming Jesus as Lord. Peter boldly affirms in verse 12 that “there
is  salvation  in no one else, for  there is no other name under heaven given
among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

What was the reason for Peter’s change of heart? I think it was the same
reason Joseph of Arimathea moved from being a secret disciple in the
shadows to embracing Christ publicly as his Lord. An inner conviction,
born of the Holy Spirit, who reminded them of all Jesus did for them—an
inner voice that told them to take heart.

Peter had been with Jesus. He had encountered Jesus face to face. Peter
experienced forgiveness and restoration on the beaches of Galilee, when he
saw Jesus post-resurrection and he ate with Him. And because of what Peter
and the other disciples had witnessed and whom they encountered, silence
and submission were no longer an option: “We cannot but speak of what we
have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).

When I read this account of Peter, it makes me want the same level of
courage and boldness. But being so bold and courageous means also being
mocked, scorned, and criticized. When we take a stand for Christ, people
will misunderstand us. We must expect to be marginalized. But when we
experience the risen Christ, He empowers us to stand firm when the
pressure of persecution comes. When we experience that pressure, we must



be like Joseph and Peter and bolster courage to act, in spite of the fear and
stress we face.

Courage grows as we spend time with Christ. This is what the disciples
experienced. If we want to have courage to stand against the pressures of
misunderstanding tomorrow, then we need to spend time in God’s presence
today. It is then that people will realize that we, like Peter and Joseph, have
been with Jesus. And they will make a choice as to how they respond. Jesus
doesn’t want us alarmed when pressure comes. He wants us to be prepared.

As Joseph steps out of the shadows and embraces what will surely result in
intense pressure to toe the line, he steadies himself, sets his face like flint. An
appointment with Pilate awaits.
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Business Head

Joseph . . . asked Pilate that he might take away the body of
Jesus, and Pilate gave him permission. 

- John 19:38

here were the disciples now? In the wake of Jesus’ death, where were
Jesus’ friends who had observed His every move, who had listened to

His every word? They had entered the Holy Week with Jesus, watching Him
laugh as children sang, watching Him weep as Jerusalem ignored Him.
Watching His silence as priests accused Him. Watching in despair as Pilate
turned on Him. They had seen Jesus’ power: blind eyes opened, fruitless
trees withering under the sound of His voice. Money changers vacating the
temple as He turned tables, Lazarus’ tomb opening. They’d heard His
promises. They heeded His warnings. Despite everything that they saw and
everything that they’d witnessed, now they were nowhere to be seen.

We could be forgiven for thinking it was a mistake to choose these
uneducated, inexperienced, and now unfaithful men who didn’t step up
when Jesus needed them. Surely the next person God would use to
undertake such an important task—requesting the body of Jesus and asking
to bury it—would be a charismatic and larger-than-life leader of leaders.

What we read and discover in the Scriptures, however, is quite different.
God instead uses an individual, a secret disciple, who steps up after Christ’s
death. Joseph didn’t have an intricately planned strategy to implement, nor
a big team to execute it. It was not his function to bury the body—that
would have been the family—but he took the first step. He took the



initiative and the first part of the initiative was to acquire permission to
access the body.

I can only imagine the state of his heart as he plucked up his courage and
went boldly to Pilate. He had been opposed to the decision of the council,
and therefore the decision of Pilate, to have Jesus executed on a cross. Who
would have really cared if he had simply taken the body of a convicted
criminal without asking? Arguably no one. Then he wouldn’t risk tarnishing
his reputation. But Joseph was a respecter of authority and understood that
sometimes one has to follow bureaucratic procedures in order to achieve
objectives. He knew that action was required, but he also respected the
process and channels through which those actions had to flow. He wanted to
act honorably, and he knew he had to act fast.

For a start, there was the logistical issue. Numbers of crucified bodies
would be stacked in a heap to be buried or burned, depending upon
whether family members claimed them. Where was Jesus’ body? Had it
been separated from the crowd? Could Jesus be identified amidst the stack
of dead bodies? At this point we can only speculate. But we do know from
historical sources what the four possible outcomes for Jesus’ body were:

1. Jesus’ body would be left exposed as carrion to be consumed and
decompose in public.

2. The Roman soldiers would take the body down and put it in a
communal burial plot.

3. Members of the Sanhedrin would come, under obligation, and
perform a ritual dishonorable internment.

4. Relatives of Jesus might plead for the body to be released to them
for burial.

Joseph would have to do the latter in place of Jesus’ relatives by going



boldly to Pilate, making sure he had a legitimate and plausible plan as to
what to do with the body. A great amount of courage was needed to self-
identify with a person who Pilate had just condemned to death. There is an
argument that it was not Pilate’s decision to give the rights to Jesus’ body—
that the body belonged to the family. But one has to bear in mind the
gruesome facts of the case: This was a condemned criminal. This crime of
causing insurrection against the Romans meant that His life was in the
hands of the Roman governor. Pilate had the power to burn and dispose of
the body. Burying Jesus wasn’t a given.

As the scene unfolds, we observe how Joseph goes to Pilate. Pilate
probably gave him the audience, given the prominent person Joseph was in
the community. This is another good example of the way in which he would
steward his influence effectively. There was no guarantee, of course, that
Pilate would release the body. But Joseph, knowing this, went to Pilate to ask
for the body of Jesus. Pilate called the guards to find out whether it is true
that Jesus has died. I can just imagine the scene. Pilate surely asked Joseph,
“Why on earth do you want the body? You have no familial link.” What can
Joseph say? After all, he is not asking for the bodies of the two thieves
crucified with Jesus.

Eventually, after Pilate had received word that Jesus was indeed dead,
Pilate gave Joseph the body.

That’s when Joseph swung into action. Joseph was a practitioner. He
understood the Jewish customs. Joseph knew that certain processes had to
be fulfilled and specific procedures had to be followed. He drew upon his
resources and brought Nicodemus alongside him. Nicodemus brought the
spices and linens. John states that Nicodemus brought seventy-five pounds of
myrrh and aloes (John 19:39). Together, the two men found, claimed, and
carried Jesus’ body to the tomb. They struggled with the dead weight of His
body and the weight of the spices. Using these spices for the burial of a



criminal would have been inconceivable; spices were usually reserved for the
royal and the wealthy. A very heavy load of aromatic scent was lugged
through town to settle around the broken body of an executed man—an
extravagant outpouring. They must have had large households and servants,
but they did not send others to do this job for them. Two wealthy Jewish
men, who did not even dare to proclaim openly their adoration of the living
Jesus, were now blatantly grieving in the wake of His death.

They also made themselves unclean by touching the body shortly before
the Sabbath, in light of the Old Testament law that says, “Whoever touches
the dead body of any person shall be unclean seven days” (Numbers 19:11).
With seventy-five pounds of sweet-smelling spices, Joseph and Nicodemus,
in that defeated and crushing hour, stepped up to the plate. They anointed
Jesus’ body for burial. They bound Him up. They found the tomb—Joseph’s
tomb—an unused tomb. They placed Him in the tomb, rolled the heavy
stone across, and, to their knowledge, said goodbye to their friend forever.

Of course, with thousands of years between the event and where we are
now, we can easily over-spiritualize it. Not everything is religious inspiration.
There are times when perspiration, planning, and following processes are as
integral to achieving overall objectives as if it were some prophetic moment.
Neither the prophetic nor the pragmatic have primacy in the Kingdom of
God. Joseph of Arimathea knew there was a preparation day. He knew the
Sabbath was coming. He knew that certain actions needed to be taken. He
was, therefore, fully absorbed in the planning of his actions. To me, this is an
extraordinary encouragement. I have always lived by the Augustinian
sentiment and mantra, “Pray as though evereything depended on God.
Work as though everything depended on you.” God’s purposes require our
participation. God will often not do what we can do for ourselves.
Therefore, the work I do is not in vain, but my careful planning, and the
time I put into strategizing, is not wasted as I utilize the gifts God has given



me.
I have often been struck by the way in which religious conversation can be

so easily trapped in the metaphysical, causing the physical to be forgotten. It
seems a common mistake for believers to substitute pragmatism and
practicality for “thoughts and prayers.” Of course, I believe there is a time
for prayer and seeking God. In fact, the highest call of the Church is the call
to prayer. If we as a Church succeed at everything but fail at prayer, we’ve
failed. I also believe when we make prayer our strategy, every other strategy
begins to succeed. However, we cannot use praying on our knees as an
excuse for not participating with our hands. Faith in action involves both.

It was two business people who were there when the practical stuff had to
be done. They got their hands dirty and became unclean in order to show
respect to the one they put their hope in. Joseph and Nicodemus show us
that it isn’t good enough merely to be followers of Jesus Christ; we must also
get our hands dirty doing the work that He calls us to.

I have learned over the years that people watch the way I act more than
they listen to what I have to say. My identity as a follower of Christ has been
seen in the way I have conducted myself in practical settings: from the
boardroom to the team meeting to the way I speak to my colleagues. It’s in
our practical acts that people can read and see Jesus. For many people, they
will read our lives before they ever read Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John. The
Apostle Paul says that we are a “letter of recommendation . . . to be known
and read by all” (2 Corinthians 3:2). For many people, it will take a practical
demonstration of love before they get a revelation of love.

To call ourselves children of God is one thing, but to be called a child of
God by those who watch our lives is another thing altogether. Like Joseph,
we must have courage and take action. Being a disciple is not just thoughts
and prayers. It is doing hard work with our hands; it is showing love and
devotion through our actions. Without a demonstration, my declarations



about following Christ are empty. Paul says we are the “aroma of Christ” (2
Corinthians 2:15). We are to act like Christians in all our interactions and
transactions as Christ leads us throughout the day. This is where we will
carry the aroma of Christ. Are we prepared to act in a way that displays that
we are followers of Jesus? We must ask ourselves the question: where are our
spices? Have we ever experienced that moment, when the exorbitant price
of following Christ becomes insignificant and we can’t help but work to
usher in the Kingdom of God?

Sunday’s dawn hadn’t crept over the horizon yet. All the disciples saw was
darkness, but unbeknown to them, the dawn was winning already.
Reconciliation and redemption were already streaming through the night as
two leaders settled the cloths around Jesus’ broken body, practically
attending to the needs of their crucified Messiah.
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Joseph and Nicodemus

He was accompanied by Nicodemus. 
- John 19:39, NIV

hen Joseph took action and responsibility for the body of Christ, he did
not act alone. He had help and support from Nicodemus. They were

colleagues, and perhaps friends, but what bound them together now was the
undeniable effect that Jesus had had upon both of their lives.

After seeking permission for Jesus’ body and it being granted from Pilate,
Joseph enlisted another secret disciple to help him perform the burial rituals.
I can imagine the scene that followed. The body that encased a Messiah was
lifted and laid in the arms of Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus. “He’s
yours,” said the soldier indignantly. “Take him away!” These two wealthy
men were not accustomed to this type of activity. Yet their hands moved
quickly to their task, both acutely aware that they couldn’t do this without
the other. I picture Joseph of Arimathea kneeling down behind the lifeless,
drooped head of Jesus. Perhaps he was holding back tears or wiping the
blood-stained contours of Jesus’ face. I imagine Nicodemus taking out a
cloth that was wrapped and tied around his belt and passing it to Joseph,
inviting him to clean the blood that came from the lashings, the beatings,
the crown of thorns.

In this moment, the two Jewish leaders and members of the ruling council
look at one another with mutual understanding. This is the last procession.
They lift the lifeless body of Jesus and set it on the linen. Parts of the body
are now anointed and perfumed with seventy-five pounds worth of spices.



As Nicodemus anoints the body of his friend with aloes and myrrh, he must
have been containing his emotion. He must have thought back to the night
he went to Jesus. He was scared then, and he must have been scared now, as
he looked nostalgically at the young rabbi. The hierarchical society of
Jerusalem wasn’t going to look kindly on two of their esteemed religious
leaders burying an insurrectionist. After the interplay between Nicodemus
and the religious leaders in John chapter 7, the consequences of their so
called “rebellion” would no doubt have repercussions to both their job and
their status in the council. But, for Joseph and Nicodemus, the choice was
obvious. They risked losing their status, yes, but gained the privilege of
burying their Savior.

To me, this is so intriguing. What bound Nicodemus and Joseph together?
They formed a partnership. Was it the partnership of disappointed
disciples? Perhaps the shame they both carried from their lack of open
witness to Jesus? Was it that disappointment of unmet expectations of the
coming Messiah that joined them together in their grief ?

My mind lingers on the scene. This body of Christ was now in their
hands. The person whose miracle-working, powerful preaching, and
mesmeric personality had captivated the attention of everyone He
encountered.

John records that “the tomb was close at hand, [and] they laid Jesus
there” (John 19:42). The two of them, perhaps one cradling his head and
one holding his legs, carried the broken body. Wounds in His hands and
feet. His side impaled by a soldier’s spear. His head punctured by the crown
of thorns. His back raw from the lashings He received. Joseph and
Nicodemus cleaned up the blood, anointed the broken body, then they laid
His crumpled form in the tomb.

There is extraordinary power in the imagery of these two prominent men
honoring the life of Jesus together. Not only did they help each other carry



the weight of the body of Christ, they also helped each other carry the grief
they both experienced. Joseph knew he couldn’t do it on his own. He knew
he needed help, and he asked for it. From beginning to end, their
partnership can serve as a signal to us that the body of Christ is best served
when we do so together.

For Christians, here is a lesson that we should learn. It is one that I’m
particularly excited by as I look to the millennial generation—the sharing
and caring generation. We need thriving communities to fulfill our God-
given purpose. I see this generation of millennials teaching lessons which, I
hope, will leave a lasting mark on generations to come. There is a greater
spirit of working together, joining together, partnering, and co-operation
than I have ever seen before.

Over the course of my years in finance, I’ve seen many joint ventures.
Many partnerships, many cooperative activities, and endeavors. Some
succeed and some fail. I’ve also seen the consequences when individuals
wish to be sole entrepreneurs and fail because of their unwillingness to join
with others.  When we join with others, we have support for when we go
through tough times; we have people to help us carry the load when life
becomes overwhelming, and people to celebrate with when life is full and
joyous.

There is something compelling about a partnership which is not simply
functional. Yes, we’re each doing a different piece and fulfilling a purpose.
We play a functional role in our daily lives and in our churches. We need the
software engineer and the software writer. We need the pastor, the worship leader, the
volunteers. There is definitely a functional element to community, but it
doesn’t stop there. As we look at Joseph and Nicodemus’s case, we see a
deep relational link. A link that enables them to work together towards a
common purpose. Amidst all that had gone on in Jerusalem in that fateful
week, they were able to share their disappointments and hopes, their fears



and grief.
Life has a way of driving us into hiding and isolation. We think that we

should be self-sufficient, but comfort comes through fellowship and
community. God distributes pieces of His eternal jigsaw puzzle to all
manner of people. When we share, hang out, confess, and pray, we become
the Body of Christ. When we partake in community, we are built up in our
faith and in our lives. It is through partnership that we flourish. Paul
said, ‟The church is his body; it is made full and complete by Christ, who
fills all things everywhere with himself ” (Ephesians 1:23, NLT). As Ann
Voskamp writes, “Growing in grace is corporate; we are a body and the
body of Christ needs to be informed and reformed by the other parts.”12

This is a much-needed message in our day and age when we have the
possibility of going throughout the whole day without speaking to anyone.
In order to experience the fullness of Christ and His grace and His hope,
join in partnership and in community with other believers.

Our culture is set up for individualism and isolation. We wear AirPods to
the gym, we communicate via WhatsApp and text message. We put on our
noise cancelling earphones just to get a break from the sheer volume of
information being thrown at us on a daily basis. It’s the only way we can
cope with the exposure we experience. But something powerful happens
when we enter into partnership with others that will never happen in
isolation. In isolation you see your reflection, but in partnership you see
yourself and the world through the eyes of others. Partnership expands your
perspective while helping you achieve your goals faster. Only in community
can we work towards one common goal and fight for what we believe in
with like-minded people.

None of us can do what all of us can do. We can’t get away from this as
we read Jesus’ commission to the disciples: “You will be my witnesses” (Acts
1:8). Jesus wasn’t speaking to one individual here; when He said you, He



meant all of you, together. He didn’t issue individual assignments. He didn’t
move one-by-one down the line and crown each individual:

You, Peter, will be my witness . . .

You, Andrew, will be my witness . . .

You, James, will be my witness . . .

But rather: “The sum of you will be my witnesses.”
Jesus works in partnership. He modeled partnership to his disciples, and

after Jesus’ death and resurrection, they followed in His footsteps. For that
reason there are no singular pronouns in the earliest description of the
Church:

And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of
bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were
being done through the apostles. And all who believed were together and had all things in

common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the
proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple together

and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts.
- Acts 2:42-46

The passage contains only plural nouns and pronouns: “They devoted
themselves,” “All who believed,” “They were selling their possessions.” No
“I” or “my.” They were in this together, as partners. We as Christians are in
this together. We are more than followers of Christ “because  we are
members of his body” (Ephesians 5:30). We, together, are His Body, and
because of this, we work together. The hand cannot discount the foot. The
head cannot act in opposition to the knees. The eyes must not refuse to
partner with the feet.

Now if the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it
would not for that reason stop being part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because



I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason stop being part
of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the

whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has placed the
parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be.

- 1 Corinthians 12:15-18

This passage shows us that we are intimately, intricately, and intentionally
connected. We cannot build the Kingdom of God or fulfill our purpose on
our own.

Paul later goes on to say, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit
through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3, NIV).  Unity and
interconnectedness matter to God. What if the missing ingredient for
changing the world is partnership? When believers agree, Jesus takes notice.
He shows up. “When two of you get together on anything at all on earth
and make a prayer of it, my Father in heaven goes into action. And when
two or three of you are together because of me, you can be sure that I’ll be
there” (Matthew 18:19-20, MSG). This is an astounding promise. God
hears our prayers and puts us to work, but we must work together. We can’t
divide around doctrine or separate because of stylistic preferences. We won’t
accomplish anything. When workers split, the Kingdom doesn’t advance.

The early Church found a way of partnering with one another. They
found common ground in the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ.
Because of this commonality, they built community and lives were changed.
They helped each other out in terms of doctrine and practice (Acts 8:14-25).
They relocated leaders to strengthen other situations (Acts 11:19-23). They
sent individuals and teams on short-term strengthening visits (2 Timothy
1:18). They sent money to help each other and bless the wider society (Acts
11:28-30). And they helped advance the gospel together and plant churches
(Romans 15:24). Isn’t this how God works? The Church is a microcosm of
God’s plan. She is the bride of Christ, and one day Jesus will come back for



her. This body is made up of many parts. No one person can do everything,
but everyone can do something. And when we do, statements such as these
will be said about us: “The apostles testified powerfully to the resurrection
of the Lord Jesus, and God’s great blessing was upon them all. There were
no needy people among them” (Acts 4:33-34, NLT). 

God did not call us to live and work in isolation, but placed us in the body
of Christ. A body that works at its best alongside every other believer in
Jesus throughout the world, in every age. Let us grow as a team, work as a
team, and live as a team in partnership. Our only hope is to work together.
And if all of us work together, there is hope.

I am often struck by the number of Christian organizations who could
work even better if they were to work together. The true and successful
partnerships are the ones where there is a common ethos and a collective
purpose which binds together the groups relationally. People coming together
and interacting relationally—irrespective of their backgrounds and work—
with Jesus as the center of their focus and activity results in successful
partnership. When we focus on our commonalities and build relationships
on the foundation of what we have in common, then we will experience
growth and true community.

Partnership is an often overlooked, yet vitally important, aspect of New
Testament Christianity. Although the ministry of Paul and other prominent
New Testament leaders was in some ways unique (and therefore in some
ways unrepeatable), the pattern of partnership is duplicatable. God still
provides suitably gifted people to facilitate such partnerships today. Paul
used the word “partnership” to describe both church leaders and churches
working together: “As for Titus, he is my partner and fellow worker for your
benefit” (2 Corinthians 8:23). “I thank my God in all my remembrance of
you . . . because of your partnership in the gospel” (Philippians 1:3-5).

Partnerships are necessary for mission, maturity, and momentum. Our



mission from Jesus is to take the gospel to our communities and the nations,
to both Jerusalem and to the ends of the earth (Matthew 28:19). How could
any of us do that alone? But if we can organize ourselves properly and
relationally around a common purpose, we can contribute meaningfully to
the mission.

We all have different things we can contribute to the overall mission.
Whether it’s financially or prayerfully, our time or our energy, together our
mission can be healthier, stronger, and more sustainable. In terms of
maturity, we will not reach our full maturity in Christ without outside
perspective and input. Joseph and Nicodemus teamed up together, because
partnership provides support and synergy. Whether it is creating internal
partnerships between colleagues or departments or larger partnerships
between businesses, harnessing the strengths and abilities of others from
different corners of your specific ecosystem is one of the most strategic ways
for businesses to scale innovation and solve complex challenges. In today’s
fast-paced environment, a do-it-alone approach is not the best strategy for
momentum. It is the same in our spiritual lives. We need to find new ways to
drive collaborative innovation, bound together by the Holy Spirit with the
common goal of glorifying Jesus. Partnership matters.

As Joseph and Nicodemus climbed the outcrop of Golgotha, as they
stared at one another and strategized about who would do what, never
could they have imagined the power that would come from the tomb in
which they placed the dead body of Jesus. Their obedience and interaction
with one another set the stage for the greatest miracle ever known.
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Silent Saturday

He rolled a big stone in front of the entrance to the tomb and
went away. 

- Matthew 27:60, NIV

o fulfill the preparation requirements before the Sabbath sunset on
Friday, Joseph takes Jesus’ body in his hands and, in the final act, puts it

into his tomb. There is no hint here of the new life that is about to spring
into the world and utterly change the course of history. He rolls a stone
across the entry, shutting Jesus off from the whole of creation, from all the
people. The women who were watching at a distance recognized the finality
of this act, lamenting their failed hopes, expectations, longings, activities,
and ministries. Hoping for these to be germinated with power from on high,
only to realize that a stone has been rolled across the entrance.

There is a divine pause. The feverish activity of the week has gone. This is
the end. This is silent Saturday.

But Joseph did not see the divine pause. What he saw was the
pointlessness. 

It takes deep meditation to step into the mind and the heart of this man.
A dejected leader. His messianic hopes for the Kingdom of God dashed. His
expectation that Jesus would be the Messiah destroyed. In the depths of
disappointment, he performed, perhaps mechanically, the ritual tasks of
honoring the body of someone who he had hoped would be the liberator of
Israel. Joseph had hoped, together with so many others, that Jesus would be
the final revelation of the Messiah. And now he grieves as he holds in his



arms the lifeless, blood-spoiled body. The pointlessness of the whole exercise
must have overwhelmed him.

As we think of him, perhaps we allow our minds to stray to the people on
the way to Emmaus with that haunting remark born out of the depths of
their hopelessness: “But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem
Israel” (Luke 24:21). They had given up their livelihoods to follow this
rabbi. A great teacher, for sure—but the Messiah? Yet place after place,
teaching after teaching, miracle after miracle, Jesus had won their hearts
and corrected their doubts. They had followed Him all the way to
Gethsemane, and now they groaned with confusion as they tried to piece
together the traumatic events of the final week.

John paints the scene for us and tells us, “It was still dark” (John 20:1).
Dark as the sun dipped behind the horizon. Dark with the atrocities that
had unfolded that harrowing Friday afternoon. Dark with the disciples’
betrayal. The only degree of light that shines out of the darkness is Joseph of
Arimathea. One of the last to acknowledge Jesus during his life. The first to
hold Jesus after His death. The last one to see Him as he placed Him in the
tomb.

The traditional burial spot of the empty tomb requires us to use our
imagination. Over two thousand years ago, it was Joseph’s tomb. Now it’s a
garden tomb or a high-domed cathedral covered with opulent decor and
paintings. A sepulcher marks the spot where Joseph lay Jesus. Forty-three
different lamps hang high above the tomb and a candelabra is positioned
just in front of it. Made with solid marble and cornered with exquisite
architecture. It’s hard to view it and see what would have been its original
state and to imagine the surroundings.

However, one thing that can be seen as you peer through the rock-hewn
tomb of Joseph is this: it was dark. It was dusty. It looked uncared for and
unkept. Joseph’s tomb for Jesus would have been tiny, with low ceilings,



forcing someone of average height to squat. Joseph could have put Jesus in a
dark, poorly-lit, compact room and sealed the door. The irony, that the light
of the world was shut in a tomb. Nothing is more hopeless or dark than a
grave. Nothing is so dormant as a tomb.

We have the benefit of Church history and the Scriptures to show us what
happened on Sunday. However, Joseph didn’t have the privilege of knowing
what Sunday had in store. Joseph was not expecting the world to change
forever. For him, his hope was gone. The man who spoke words of life and
forgiveness had been silenced. The hands that healed blind eyes were now
pierced.

The hopes of a liberating Messiah: dead.
The expectation of miracles: dead.
The man of action: dead.
The teacher: dead.
The wise rabbi: dead.
The encourager of this new Kingdom: dead.
The authoritative master of the scriptures: dead.
On this silent Saturday, Joseph was not only grieving Jesus as a beloved

leader, but he was also grieving his loss of faith. Though he surely was
experiencing disappointment, confusion, and grief, I wonder if there was
still a spark of hope inside him? In the silence of that Saturday, I wonder if
there was just a hint from within Joseph of Arimathea that perhaps this
really was the Messiah?

We don’t know a lot about this day. We have no passage to read, no
knowledge or wisdom to share. All we know is this: Saturday was silent. The
day between the struggle and the solution, the question and the answer. The
Passover activities had ceased and the Sabbath had begun. It was dark.
Everyone was still. And God seemed silent.

Saturday’s silence torments us. Why the heartache of the pointlessness of



life? Why did God not move swiftly to raise Him from the dead? Why the
wait?  Is God angry?  Did I disappoint Him? God knows your career is
hanging by a thread, your finances are in the pit, your marriage is a mess.
Why doesn’t He act? What are you supposed to do until He does? There are
times in the life of every Christian when it appears that we carry the dead
weight of our unrealized expectations, our unanswered prayers. When we
experience God’s silence in our lives, in our homes, in our churches, in our
cities and countries, there is no flicker of hope as we nurse the
disappointment. It is this silent Saturday that becomes the hallmark of the
true Christian disciple.

These are the emotions that Joseph would have felt. He waited. In silence.
Jesus told them He would return. But did they really think Jesus would?
Everything that Joseph had placed his hope in was buried in that rock-solid
tomb. He must have mourned and imagined how he would live his life
without Jesus in it. He must have felt regret and remorse about not stepping
out in his association with Jesus sooner. Was this really it? What if Jesus
didn’t come back? What if hope stayed buried? As Joseph carried the lifeless
weight of Jesus to the grave, Joseph’s body ached all the more for a breath to
come from Jesus’ lungs and His presence to come to life. To walk with Him.
To learn from Him. To be with Him.

And yet, through this longing, we learn something. We are always with
Him. In this in-between stage—in the liminality, the gap, those moments in
life when God seems silent—we are silent with Him. It is an act of faith to
believe that He speaks even when we don’t hear Him. That He is there even
when we don’t see Him. That He is alive, even when He appears to be
dead. That it is the beginning even though it looks like the end.

In John 12, Jesus reminds us that a grain of wheat needs to fall to the
ground and die before new life can come. There is that moment in which
the new seed has to crack through the ground—the darkness before the light



appears. These are the moments of high testing. It’s those who come
through these dark times who become the true leaders. There is an
unimaginable depth of spirituality that occurs when your journal recording
God’s activity in your life is blank. Do you have faith when the silence of
Saturday comes? 

We have to face the utter desolation of the silent Saturday. I do not know
of any Christian leader who hasn’t been to that place. If this is you, take
courage and see in Joseph an example. What do you do in the silence? You
remember what God has done in your life and you listen, because in the
silence God still speaks. Our pain is not pointless. We lack the perspective to
see how parts of our lives fit into God’s overall plan. Cancer, disabilities,
accidents, suffering, and other sorrows and deep disappointments with how
life turns out appear devastatingly pointless. However, just because we don’t
see any point in suffering doesn’t prove there is no point to what we are
facing.

Recently I attended the farewell concert of Paul Simon in Hyde Park in
London. Sixty-one thousand people were jammed in the park. As the light
began to fade over the buildings and darkness started spreading, the single
guitar solo pierced the darkness as Paul Simon sang the haunting lyrics of
“The Sound of Silence.” I observed the crowd, young and old, every
generation mesmerized by both the melody and the lyrics by the memories
of their own times of silence.

Silence does have a sound. It can sound like the grueling moments of
loneliness, despair, or waiting, but it can also sound like the most profound
song in the world, resonating with depth and intensity. Because, even in the
silence, when it appears that there is no God activity, it’s an interlude—a
time when He draws us closer to Himself. Even in the silence, there is the
sound of the gathering promise that He will speak. In those times of silence,
when everything seems pointless and when there appears to be no purpose



to my pain, I have discovered that there are several things we can do.
Firstly, in the silence and in the midst of what appears to be a pointless

time of life, do not worry. You are not alone. God is in control. Pain of
uncertainty and anxiety, which accompanies major shifts in our lives, can be
so overwhelming and can shake us in our calling. In these times, we need to
remember four words: God is with us. This is the declaration—“Immanuel,
God with us” (Matthew 1:23)—which marks the beginning of Jesus’ life.

And the end of His life is marked by Him saying, “I am with you always,
to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). He knows and He cares. He is
preparing. He may be silent, but He is not absent.

Secondly, don’t waste the pain. When things don’t go according to your
plan, when you are disappointed, when you are grieving, don’t let your
passions, your desires, your gifts, your relationships with others and God wilt
and waste. It’s time to stop sitting and start searching, stop wasting and start
working. This time is the crucial training, mentally, physically, spiritually,
and emotionally, for what is ahead. Trust that God is good and has a plan.
Waiting on Him to speak new life into this season does not mean pausing or
halting your purpose in any way. There’s purpose in the silence.

Waiting in seasons of silence is a spiritual workshop. Look at the
Technicolor dream boy Joseph, of the Old Testament, thrust into a “silent
Saturday” in the bowels of an Egyptian prison. He was not idle though. No,
he had the opportunity to exercise his gift of prophecy, which two years later
resulted in his release from his very demanding period of waiting and his
promotion to prime minister of Egypt.

Likewise, Joshua was required to march seven times around Jericho before
taking the city (Joshua 6). Our work of preparation may be of a spiritual or
practical nature—it tends to be a mixture of both. But there is always plenty
we can do as we wait.

Thirdly, don’t waiver. Silent Saturdays can turn your mind to begin to



wander away to sinful thoughts. Don’t let distractions, doubts, and questions
destroy your destiny. Instead, do as David did in the Psalms, where he tells
us that “I waited patiently for the Lord” (Psalm 40:1). Waiting is a part of
the spiritual discipline essential to everyone who is following Jesus. But then,
significantly, the psalmist added, “He inclined to me and heard my cry.” I
have found the first part—waiting—almost unbearable at times. Yet when I
have clung to that second half of the promise, I have not been disappointed.

Finally, don’t be weary. Easier said than done, of course. But it begins with
an attitude shift. Look at Abraham (twenty-five years of waiting), Moses
(forty years of waiting) and Jesus (thirty years of waiting). They all received a
call from God and had to spend years in obscurity as God cultivated their
character and competencies before elevating them to a place of influence.
Sometimes the task for which we are being prepared has not yet been fully
disclosed to us. And the more demanding the new calling, the tougher the
preparation might be. You are in good company in the waiting.

I have often reminded myself of the story of the persistent widow who
relentlessly pursued the judge for the outcome she dreamed of, until he
finally granted the request (Luke 18:1-8). She had no standing before such a
prominent man, but day in and day out, she was persistent in her requests.
She might not always have felt like turning up before the judge; however,
her request was worth remaining resilient in the midst of consistent
rejection. This story inspires us to labor in prayer to see our dreams fulfilled.
I believe that each silent Saturday we encounter is developing our
faithfulness. As we trust God in these seasons of grief and silence, we reflect
on His faithfulness.

The Scripture says that God is always at work, for the good of everyone
who loves Him (Romans 8:28). This is His character. He loves you too much
not to work for you. He’s busy. He’s active. He’s doing what is right in the
right time. I just invite you to believe this, to trust that everything is going to



work out in the right way, according to His schedule and not yours. In
trusting Him and waiting on Him, you will hear Him speak in the silence.
You can trust Him. As with Christ, you can endure the silence of
Saturday.  Be patient.  His inactivity is not apathy. It is in the silence that
Christ speaks, and Christ will show Himself strong. Jesus will not leave us in
our silent Saturdays. He decides when it’s time to end the silence. He
decides when our Sunday comes. He speaks to us in His timing, and His
timing is always perfect.

Exhausted from grief, Joseph lies down on Saturday and finds sleep
quickly. As he sleeps, the darkness passes. Dawn is breaking.
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The People of the Small Print

He is not here, for he has risen, as he said. Come, see the place
where he lay. 

- Matthew 28:6

he time following Jesus’ death was shrouded in silence and darkness.
Laying palm branches at the feet of Jesus must have felt like a distant

memory. The triumphant entry had been eroded by tragedy. Hosanna gave
way to helpless despair.

Was there any purpose in Joseph’s actions? Claiming Jesus’ body from
Pilate—what was the purpose in that? Carrying His dead body from the pile
of crucified victims in Golgotha—what was the purpose in that? Devoting
his own tomb as the space where Jesus could be put to rest. Why? Joseph
acted in spite of how he must have felt. And he decided that, though it was
over, there was still a purpose to it all. It’s hard to be optimistic when you
have witnessed that kind of finality. In that moment, the prophetic words of
Jesus littered throughout the Scripture would be hard for him to recall.
Little did Joseph know that, in the spiritual realm, the darkness and pain of
Friday were to give way to the light of Sunday morning.

Joseph wasn’t to know with any certainty that his deeds would be depicted
in the Scripture for generations to come. Yet he faithfully did what he could
do with what he had. This is no easy thing. At times, our purpose can feel
doubtful and we call into question why we do what we do. This must have
been how it felt for Joseph. We can’t ignore the hours that we hear nothing
about. Living in the tension of waiting, grieving, and suffering. His hopes



entombed in the sealed grave where his friend and master lay. Did he trust
God when the pain seemed pointless? Did he believe God could weave the
fragmented, broken story together? His words and actions indicate an
affirmative yes.

So often, we are clueless as to how our purpose fits into anything of
greater significance. I’m sure Joseph must have replayed the events of the
last few days over and over again. Thinking to himself: What now?

I imagine Joseph going to the tomb on Sunday to pay respects to a man
that had forever changed his life and his purpose. As he nears the tomb, he
is reminded of the events of Friday. He winces, viscerally affected by the
memories of carrying the weight of Jesus’ lifeless body. But as Joseph gets
closer, he sees that the heavy stone he used to seal the tomb is rolled away.
He runs to it as his mind races to try to figure out what has happened: Did
someone steal His body? Wasn’t someone supposed to be guarding it? He runs to find
the disciples and as he does, he is told the good news: Jesus is alive! Many
witnesses testify. Could it be? Joseph is filled with hope and joy—elated by the
image of his empty tomb. Restoration. Rebuilding. Renewal of all things. A
new starting point in history. Hosanna restored.

Death was defeated. New life had begun. Pessimism gave way to
optimism. But not a faint optimism. A sure and certain hope grounded in
the reality that Jesus had risen. Death was done. Desolation and destruction
would not have the final say.

I can imagine Joseph’s pace increasing, as he ran to his own tomb. Could
he dare to believe that the rumors were true? When he saw the first sign of
resurrection—an empty slab, abandoned burial cloth, a folded linen shroud
—no doubt he ran in to examine the tomb like Peter did, as described in
John’s Gospel.

Joseph gets his tomb back. Just as Jesus said He would: “Destroy this
temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). During Jesus’ life,



Joseph was a weak believer, a secret disciple, unsure. But, in that moment,
when he saw the empty tomb, he must have known the purpose of it all.
When Jesus was raised to life, purposelessness died in the grave of Jesus.

You say the pain and waiting feels pointless. With Christ, there is purpose.
You say the storm is too much. It is temporary, and Christ is with you. You
say the thorn is too painful. His grace is sufficient. You say the cross is too
heavy to bear. Jesus has carried it first.

When the silent, doubt-filled Saturdays leave you feeling purposeless, you
can turn to Christ for help. This is what the resurrection infuses into our
daily lives. Hope, new life, restoration, redemption, fulfillment. Even on the
dark Saturdays, we have what Joseph never had: the assurance that there is
life. This scene should comfort and encourage us. The next time you find
yourself in despair, remember what Joseph must have witnessed. When
you’re entombed by fear and doubt, remember what Joseph must have
observed. The next time pain and pointlessness attack and attempt to push
you into the darkened tomb, remember what Joseph must have seen. The
tomb was empty. This is the Christian hope, and this Christian hope is
verified by the miracle that left Joseph’s tomb.

We can now build our lives on the promises of God. We now have
purpose. Nothing is pointless. Even the most devastating situations can be
turned around by God’s grace and resurrection power. A word that’s
unbreakable, a victory of such finality. We stand on this unshakeable and
precious promise of God. Death has been swallowed up in victory. It’s a
promise that’s more precious than anything else we could ever grip or hold
onto.

Joseph of Arimathea was a wise man. He did his duty, fulfilled his
purpose, and became an example for generations of Christians. We now
have hope in what he witnessed: that Jesus Christ rose from the dead. The
underwriting of the new life, the new historic moment on the cross. We now



live among the sunlit fruits of life. The stone that he placed across his own
tomb, subsequently sealed by imperial command, was rolled away. What
was dead became alive. What was broken became whole.

The historic hopes of Israel were vindicated. Jesus rose as the Messiah
even after He died a miserable traitors’ death at the hands of the authorities.
In this moment, the Messiah and the Kingdom of God that Joseph had
longed for became vindicated in the person of Jesus.

A day before he saw the long-awaited Messiah: dead.
The vindication of Israel: dead.
The hope of salvation: dead.
But everything changed that Sunday morning.
The hopes of Israel: alive. 
The prophetic expectation: alive.
The King of Kings: alive.
The hope of humanity: alive.
The same power that resurrected Jesus from the dead: alive and active within

us.
His resurrection proved that He was, and is, the Son of God. And so, if

Joseph was there as one of the disciples, he would see that the miracles were
alive. The hopes alive—the expectation, the aspiration, the prophetic insight
alive. The future of redeemed mankind alive.

Now, by His Spirit, we are able to live in this new aliveness. We are
energized to share this good news with others. It fuels us every day, in every
sphere we find ourselves influencing and participating in. If the resurrection
didn’t happen, it’d be pointless. Joseph’s work would have been in vain (1
Corinthians 15:12-19). But the resurrection power living within us sustains
us and helps us to not be separatists waiting for heaven when we die, but a
chosen people, engaging with humanity and offering hope through the
power of the Holy Spirit.



Joseph prepared us to know that we must live by faith, acknowledging that
Jesus has consummated His Kingdom, while still aching for that fulfillment
to come about. God has given us His Spirit to remind us of all the things
Jesus has said, so that we can keep our peace and hold onto our joy amidst
the challenges and vicissitudes of life.  There are times when we need to
claim the resurrection power in our lives, even when we cannot see it and
even when there are dead ends to our endeavors. So we cry, Hallelujah, Jesus
Christ is risen from the dead! That is the power that transforms our day-to-day
lives. The privilege of knowing that Jesus Christ transforms and makes all
things new.

And so we now have a new tension. The acceptance of silent Saturday,
but with the Spirit of God proleptically acting to remind us that there is a
Sunday. That there is a future. That there is a resurrection. In that respect,
we are never utterly defeated or downhearted. Painful as those interim days
are, we are able to see the powerful, unrestricted, enabling force of the one
who overcame death. Because of that triumphant Sunday, we all now have
access to the resurrection power that raised Christ from the grave. The
resurrection power that can mend relationships, the resurrection power that
can heal wounds, the resurrection power that can help us overcome all
trials. All we have to do is look to the one who overcame the powers of
darkness, made a spectacle of the forces of evil, and sits enthroned at the
right hand of the Father. The King of Kings reigns with the Spirit of God
forever and ever. Energizing us, mobilizing us, driving us to see His
Kingdom established. In the life of every citizen in the community, in every
city, in the Church, and in our country.

Low self-esteem can wrap us back in grave clothes, keeping us from
walking out our purpose. Self-belief can rob us of the resurrection life we
now have. But when our lives feel purposeless, we look at the empty grave
and remember that death is not a dead end. We can step away from the



very things that entomb us. We can exit the tomb, realizing that the light of
the world has pierced the darkness, and we are equipped to accomplish
everything we’ve been assigned to complete. We can take this resurrection
light to our families and friends, to our workplaces, in our alone time. There
is no aspect of our lives that the resurrection light cannot reach.

I am often asked, “How is it possible to be a Christian in the workplace?
How have you sustained forty years in investment banking?” My response is
always geared to viewing life in light of the resurrection. It is certainly not
easy to find an empty tomb in the midst of our busy, everyday, fast-paced
lives. The pressures and demands from people are always vying for our
attention. The speed of information is constantly downloading to our
phones and filling our heads and hearts. So, you may have to take some
time out to meditate on it and see what Joseph saw. You may, like Joseph,
have to see it for yourself. See the vindication of the resurrection and the
implications it has to our purpose here on earth. Run your fingers through
the empty sheets of linen folded in a corner, once used to hold Jesus’ body.
Smell the spices that anointed it, accentuating the fact that the stench of
death will not prevail.

But we don’t stop there. And while the future life awaits us, there is work
to be done and there is purpose to be fulfilled. We are to get on with our
work, knowing that it will not go to waste. At the centerpiece of God’s
renewed creation we will discover that everything done in the present world
in the power of the Holy Spirit will be confidently declared, included,
celebrated, and completely transformed for God’s glory.

How can you usher in the signs of hope that the resurrection has now
been established? Every life has purpose. There is an aliveness to the
pragmatic, daily demands that life puts before us, and we can fulfill those
responsibilities either consumed by our own darkness or enlivened by the
light of the resurrection.



Resurrection light is not just for the people who get all the air time. It’s
not just for the Peters and the Pauls. It’s for the hidden figures, the people of
the small print, those who feel marginalized as if they are but footnotes to
the story of others. Those who, like Joseph, now perceive the world as God
intended it to be—redeemed. They have a perspective that reveals their new
position in Christ. They see broken things with the potential to be restored.
They can see the potential for stagnation and decay to be healed. The
power of the Spirit energizes us to engage with such phenomena and to
bring change and transformation to our communities.

With a resurrection perspective, we do not shy away from culture and we
do not remain in our silos, so preoccupied with an individualistic spirituality
that we don’t engage or create restoration. In a world that is fueled by
modern technology and the arts, we embrace, share, and champion the
resurrection light; we must demonstrate the power of the gospel and use the
resources available to us to see new communities of life come into being.
Because creativity is a distinct characteristic of resurrection. It’s as if God
has brought out a blank canvas to be drawn on with His power. We are to
co-create this new world which points towards the ultimate resurrection of
our earthly bodies and the day when the New Earth will be restored in all
things. Creativity is the essence of new life, new beginnings. Art can be a
reflection of our deepest human stories, celebrating everyone’s stories and
purpose, celebrating the people of the small print.

We may be people of the small print, but our lives have significance
because they are infused with the very energy of God, with the light of the
resurrection. The same power that raised Jesus is available to you and me
(Romans 8:11). The question is: do we have eyes to see how empowered we
are? The resurrection of Jesus is like an exploding flare that announces to
Christian believers: “You have purpose!” After all, Joseph’s story is not just
to tell us what Jesus did. It’s to tell us what Jesus still does today. Which



brings us to the final easel that stands before us. It has on it a nearly blank
canvas. A few marks from left to right. But there are plenty more
brushstrokes to be painted. That painting belongs to you.

God, by His Spirit, wants to pick up the brush and paint your life with
purpose. You’ve seen how Joseph stepped out, how he made his life count
and how he made up for lost time. As we pick up our Bibles and stand in
front of the gospel writers’ accounts of Joseph of Arimathea, it provokes us
to stare at our own canvases and determine what portrait we are working
with God to paint. Embrace your purpose, fueled by the power of the Holy
Spirit. Whether you leave a legacy through education, innovation in
technology, your impact as a business person—no matter what your
occupation, you have purpose, and God is using your position to bring
resurrection light to those around you. Whatever you put your hand to, use
your passion, gifts, and talents to pursue purpose in light of the resurrection.

As we portray what Jesus has done for us, we will be able to release His
resurrection power within us. People of the small print, faithfully carrying
out courageous endeavors for the cause of Christ their King. In Joseph, we
see ourselves in an extraordinary calling of an ordinary man.

Joseph of Arimathea is a blueprint for us to follow. When Jesus died,
Joseph had choices. He could have joined the Zealots, those who sought to
rebel against the Roman Empire. A driven and courageous man would fit in
well with those seeking to start a revolution. He could have given up and
withdrawn from society like the Essenes, those who congregated in
communes devoted to a life of poverty and austerity. Living a quiet, safe life
with like-minded individuals. Maybe some would have followed him. He
could have gone back to the Sanhedrin court and gone on with his life. He
did none of these things. He went to Pilate and asked for the body of a
seemingly rebellious prophet and rabbi, because Joseph found purpose in
Jesus. His prominence and position no longer mattered to him in light of



Jesus’ death. His position was already in tatters. The price he paid was
nothing compared to what he saw on the cross. He found his life by losing it.
He looked at the cross, and he saw an unfinished story; he looked at the
empty tomb and saw a masterpiece that needed to be framed. The canvas
upon which Joseph’s life has been painted records an ordinary life lived with
extraordinary impact. The portrait of Joseph spurs us on to live with
purpose in the present and change the future we are all moving towards.

Some of us will have platforms, the majority of us won’t, but we all have
influence. And we will all be famous in heaven as Christ says to us, “Well
done, good and faithful servant” (Matthew 25:23). And somewhere in the
great gallery of heaven, your canvas will stand as a testimony to the empty
tomb. Perhaps it will be positioned next to the portrait of perseverance
depicting Joseph of the Old Testament. Or it might be next to the portrait
of faithfulness depicting Joseph the earthly father of Jesus in the New
Testament. But, more than likely, it will be next to Joseph of Arimathea,
with just a few verses attributed to him in Scripture, but a life fulfilled, a
legacy left, a purpose completed, a faithful servant rewarded. A person of
the small print, whose life points towards the throne seated high above every
other canvas. The centerpiece of the gallery. The portrait that depicts
purpose fulfilled, power established, and pain eliminated forevermore.
That’s a promise worth standing on. That’s a promise worth living for. The
Holy Spirit is alive and active within us, ready to invade the places and
spaces we inhabit on a daily basis. In our families, in our homes, in our
churches. There is a picture in each of us ready to be painted upon the
canvas of creation. We are invited to participate in the restoration and
renewal of all things, if we would just say yes, and allow God to choose the
paint and colors He wishes to display through us.

There is an allotted space with your name on it. When I was re-awakened
to the prophetic word I had received at the conference in London over



twenty years ago, I was reinvigorated and re-inspired to see that prophetic
vision become a living reality in my own life. I want to live out that
prophetic vision and equip a generation: “You’re here to be light, bringing
out the God-colors in the world” (Matthew 5:14, MSG). By the leading of
the Spirit, our canvases can be filled with colleagues, friends, and loved ones
who encounter the resurrected Jesus in their everyday lives because they
came into contact with us. Our brush can be surrendered to the Artist’s
hand and the Artist’s purpose for the canvas upon which He will paint.

What will your canvas depict? In case you’re ever in doubt, look to Joseph
of Arimathea’s portrait. Then look up at the throne. Remember the empty
tomb and release your story into the world.
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