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THE GRAVE ROBBER 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Matthew 27:62-28:10 

The Guard at the Tomb 

62 The next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief priests and the 

Pharisees gathered before Pilate 63 and said, “Sir, we remember how that impostor 

said, while he was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise.’ 64 Therefore order the tomb to 

be made secure until the third day, lest his disciples go and steal him away and tell the 

people, ‘He has risen from the dead,’ and the last fraud will be worse than the first.” 

65 Pilate said to them, “You have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it as secure as you 

can.” 66 So they went and made the tomb secure by sealing the stone and setting a 

guard. 

The Resurrection 

28 Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. 2 And behold, there was a 

great earthquake, for an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and came and 

rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3 His appearance was like lightning, and his 

clothing white as snow. 4 And for fear of him the guards trembled and became like 

dead men. 5 But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you 

seek Jesus who was crucified. 6 He is not here, for he has risen, as he said. Come, see 

the place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly and tell his disciples that he has risen from 

the dead, and behold, he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see him. See, I 

have told you.” 8 So they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and 

ran to tell his disciples. 9 And behold, Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they 

came up and took hold of his feet and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do 

not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see me.” 
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When famed singer, Michael Jackson passed away, his family decided to bury him in 

a private cemetery. To ensure that Michael's body could not be stolen and held for 

ransom. Now, that may sound odd, but that very thing has happened to a number of 

celebrities. You may remember one of the stars of silent movies, who made famous 

the character, the Little Tramp: Charlie Chaplin. Chaplin died in 1977 and was buried 

near his home in Switzerland. Several months later, grave robbers stole his body and 

demanded a ransom of one million dollars. Chaplin’s widow called the demand 

“ridiculous,” brought in the police, the grave robbers were caught, and, this time, the 

family sealed his grave with thick concrete. Even stranger was the case of Elvis Presley. 

Just two weeks after Presley’s death in 1977, a police informant reported that he had 

infiltrated a gang of grave robbers. This gang was scheming to steal Presley’s 900 lb. 

casket and hold his body for a $10 million ransom. So, one night the police caught the 

three grave robbers snooping around Presley’s mausoleum. What the Memphis police 

couldn’t figure out was how three men planned to run off with something that would 

have required a forklift to move. All the same, Presley’s casket was moved to 

Graceland, where it could be monitored 24 hours a day by staff security and closed 

circuit TV cameras. 

 

That’s not very different from the way Jesus’ body was treated by the chief priests and 

Pharisees. On the morning after Jesus was killed and buried, the leaders of the 

Sanhedrin decided that Jesus’ burial place required better security. They went to the 

Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. Matthew 27:62-66. “Sir,” they said. “We remember that 

while Jesus was still alive that deceiver said, ‘After three days I will rise again.’ So, give 

the order for the tomb to be made secure until the third day. Otherwise, His disciples 

may come and steal the body and tell the people that He has been raised from the 

dead.” “Take a guard,” Pilate told them. “Go, make the tomb as secure as you know 

how.” The next verse says they went and did just that. They posted a guard, which was 

a technical term in the Roman army for a detachment of four soldiers at a time. The 

four would stand guard for three hours, and then be replaced by the next four soldiers.  
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The changing of the guard assured that Jesus’ tomb would be guarded 24 hours a 

day by soldiers who were awake and fully alert. The leaders of the Sanhedrin also put 

a seal on Jesus’ tomb. Which may have been only a string strung across the front of 

the tomb. But attached to that string was the official seal of the Roman governor. 

Meaning “hands off”. If that seal were broken, then everyone would know that grave 

robbers had tampered with Jesus’ body.  

 

However, the chief priests and Pharisees had no need to go to all that trouble. Jesus’ 

tomb wasn’t the only thing that was sealed on that Saturday morning. The minds and 

hearts of Jesus’ disciples were sealed with grief and fear and loss of faith. As far as they 

were concerned, Jesus was gone. It was all over. The Sanhedrin remembered Jesus’ 

promise to come alive again in 3 days, but His own disciples forgot about it. The only 

scheming they were doing that Saturday morning was about how to make sure Jesus 

got a decent burial. Luke 23:56. “The women went home and prepared spices and 

perfumes.” Mark 16:1 says they did this “so that they might anoint Jesus’ body.” The 

men among the disciples, meanwhile, were behind locked doors. John 20:19 says they 

were behind locked doors “for fear of the Jews.” So firmly were those men sealed in 

their fear and loss of faith, they would stubbornly refuse to believe the first reports of 

Jesus’ resurrection. 

 

The sealing of the minds and hearts of Jesus’ disciples still happens. Sometimes the 

ideas we have sealed in our thinking are about what we think we can or can’t do. For 

instance, you may be convinced that, no matter what, you can’t stop worrying. You 

think it’s impossible to let go and trust God. Or, you may be quite certain you can’t talk 

out loud about your faith in Jesus. Or, the problem’s with your neighbor. Your mind is 

made up and sealed tight that you just cannot love him or her. Sometimes the ideas 

we have sealed in our thinking are about what God can or can’t do. God can’t allow 

something terrible to happen. God can’t allow you to suffer. God will always shower 

you with material blessings. Your mind is made up about that, and nothing is going to 

change it. We do it all the time, don’t we? We make up our minds about something, 

and that’s that. We’ve reached our own conclusion, and it’s not going to change. 

They can say whatever they want. It won’t make any difference. Our mind is closed 

and sealed, and no one’s going to tamper with it.  
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But it is God’s plan to do exactly that. God tampers with the neat, secure seals in your 

life. He wants to open our closed, sealed hearts. He wants to open our narrow, sealed 

thinking. He wants to break the seals that limit our faith, our hope, our love.  

That Saturday morning, the disciples had made up their minds about Jesus and His 

death. But God came and broke their seal of grief and fear and loss of faith. That 

Sunday morning, God was the planner.  God was the schemer. That Sunday, God was 

the grave robber.  

 

Psalm 16: “Keep me safe, O God, for in You I take refuge, because You will not 

abandon me to the grave, nor will You let Your Holy One see decay.” God fulfilled that 

prophecy in Psalm 16 on Easter Sunday. When the women came that morning with 

their spices and perfumes to anoint Jesus’ dead body against the stench of decay, 

there was a great earthquake. Matthew 28:2-6: “And an angel of the Lord descended 

from heaven and rolled back the stone. The guards trembled and became like dead 

men. But the angel said to the women, those women, who, like all the rest of the 

disciples, were sealed in their grief and fear and loss of faith, the angel said to them, 

‘Do not be afraid. For I know that you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not here, for 

He has risen, as He said. Come, see the place where He lay.’”  

 

Then, seeing the tomb empty and the grave cloths empty forced a new thought into 

their heads. But when they ran to tell the other disciples, Matthew 28:8-9, and they ran 

right into Jesus and He said to them, “Greetings!” and they came up and took hold of 

His feet and worshiped Him, then His living physical presence broke the seal of their 

minds and hearts, broke the seal of their grief, fear, and loss of faith.  

 

God is still breaking seals today. If you look at the painting, Resurrection Morning by 

James R. C. Martin (page 2 of today’s service folder), it seems as if the artist is inviting 

you inside Jesus’ tomb. From there you can see for yourself the tomb empty and the 

grave cloths empty. You can see two figures that appear to be Jesus and one of the 

women who worshiped Him on Easter, perhaps Mary Magdalene. You see her at the 

moment that the seal of her heart and mind were broken and her eyes were opened, 

to see the world now as a place where death and the grave have been robbed of 

their power, to see the world now as a place where the reign of God has truly come. 

But look again.  
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The artist has set up this scene to look as though Mary is stepping out of the grave with 

Jesus. Christ is helping her up the steps and out of the tomb. As He will for her and all 

His disciples on the Last Day when the seals on our tombs will be broken. But look 

again. Jesus extends His hand to her, and she eagerly reaches for Him in faith, as He 

welcomes her into a world, which has already seen the first fruits of Christ’s 

resurrection. She exits the tomb with Him on Easter; in faith she rises with Him from 

death to newness of life… from the death of grief, fear, and loss of faith, to newness of 

life.  

 

Now look one more time. From the viewer’s perspective, the artist invites you to see this 

tomb as also your own.  Jesus has risen. You are still inside. But the door has been 

opened for you. The seal on your grave has been broken for you. And as Jesus 

reaches out and helps Mary up the steps and out of the tomb, so would He reach for 

your hand today and lead your heart and mind out of their sealed up places to see 

things in a new way, to see things as God sees them, to see the future as God sees it, 

to see others as God sees them. Don’t tell Him what you can’t do as He reaches out 

His hand to you. Don’t tell Him what He can’t do as He reaches out His nail-scarred 

hand to you. God the Grave Robber breaks seals on graves and hearts and minds. 

That as “we were buried with Christ in Baptism, so also as Christ was raised by the 

Father we, too, are led up and out to newness of life.” (Romans 6:4) 

 

Amen 


