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I’ll never forget it.  It was just shy of 20 years ago, in my very first year in ordained ministry.  I 

was serving as a solo Minister in a small Michigan church, when I went to watch a volleyball 

match in which one of our high school members was playing.  I met up with her parents, chatted 

for a bit, and then we went to take our place in the bleachers surrounded by the families and 

friends of all of the other players on the team.  One by one, the couple from the church 

introduced me to those around us.  Parents, grandparents, they all knew each other well, and one 

after another they were dutiful in the introductions.  Each and every time, they’d turn to me with 

the names of the others and then they would turn to those to whom I was being introduced and 

say, ‘This is our friend, Marty.’  Now, take note, I’d been with this church a matter of months 

and had never once seen these people outside of Sunday morning.  And still, they had to 

introduce me at least 10-12 different times that night and every time, without fail, it was the 

same.  ‘This is our friend, Marty.’  ‘Friend!’  Not Minister.  Not Pastor from our church.  

‘Friend!’  Dozens of people I met that night – and not one of them had any idea that faith, that 

church, that God was part of the picture of why I was there. 

 

Now, that was my first experience with it – but far from my last.  I’ve grown somewhat 

accustomed, over the years, to being introduced to others with that subtle and yet very intentional 

omission of the nature of our connection.  And, that’s what brings us around to our character for 

today.   

 

“After these things, Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one 

because of his fear of the Jews, asked Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus.”  It was that 

notion, ‘a secret disciple,’ that grabbed onto me and simply would not let go! 

 

But, let’s take that first step first.  Wat do we know about this guy?  Joseph of Arimathea shows 

up in all four Gospels – but all, and only, in this same portion of the story.  We’ve never heard 

his name up until this point, and we never hear of him again thereafter.  He bursts into the story 

of Jesus at this critical moment and then disappears just as suddenly.  What we can cobble 

together from the four Gospels, however, is that he was a wealthy and powerful Jewish man.   
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Joseph, we are told, not only has money, but he’s a member of the Sanhedrin – the Jewish ruling 

Council.  This means he was a respected authority in the community at the time.  It also means 

he was part of the very body that led to Jesus’ crucifixion.  We are told that he didn’t agree with 

their course of action, but he never stood up against it.  So, here we have a man that believed in 

Jesus, embraced the tenets of his teachings and promises, and yet stood passively complicit as 

the very council on which he served pursued the arrest and crucifixion of the same.  Why?  John 

tells us plainly, “because of his fear of the Jews.” 

 

Everything he knew, everything he was, stood to be lost if he spoke up.  His power, his prestige, 

his prosperity – one word, one nod in the direction of Jesus, and it could all be lost.  He would be 

stripped of his position, he’d be ostracized by his community, he’d be cut off from his family.  

Everything he knew, everything he was, stood to be lost of he spoke up.  He was a ‘secret’ 

disciple.  Why?  Because he was afraid of what might happen if he spoke for the faith he held! 

 

Then comes this moment where that unique position he was in meant he was the only one who 

could get it done.  I don’t think it’s coincidence that Joseph is partnered with Nicodemus in this 

burial narrative in John.  Remember, Nicodemus is the member of the Jewish council who came 

to Jesus under the darkness of night back in John 3.  They both have the same things at risk, they 

both have tried to walk this line of disciple secrecy, but they also both have the same strings to 

pull.  Pilate wasn’t inclined to give this body over to Jesus’ disciples.  There’d been rumors of 

this ‘resurrection’ stuff and the last thing Pilate wanted was for someone to hide the body and 

start telling the world that Jesus had come back to life.  Those women and disciples who 

gathered at the foot of the cross had no chance of getting the body for a proper burial – Pilate 

would have never turned him over.  But Joseph, Nicodemus, they had clout, they knew what 

strings to pull, and they were the only ones who could get it done.  So, finally, Joseph steps out 

of the shadows and into the light as he owns the secret faith he’d held for so long. 

 

It’s one moment in the story of our faith.  Joseph of Arimathea has this one brief venture into the 

narrative of Scripture – but I think his story raises a powerful question for 21st Century 

Christians.   How often are we secret disciples?  How often are we trying to be Christians, 

incognito?   

 

Going back to that story with which I started – why did they so repeatedly and distinctly 

introduce me as a ‘friend?’  Why has that happened a number of times in the course of my time 

in ministry?  Because we just so often want to live that cloaked life of Joseph of Arimathea – 

secret disciples raring to speak the Gospel language in the safety and security of the Sunday 

morning worship bubble, but shying away from every chance to do the same when we’re outside 

these walls.  And why?  Because we’re afraid! 

 

We’re afraid that speaking the truth of our faith might offend that friendship we value.  We’re 

afraid that owning our discipleship might create an awkwardness with that coworker.  We’re 

afraid that someone might look at us oddly, think of us strangely, or engage with us differently if 

we dare to actually share the good news with them.  We are Joseph – afraid that somehow 

speaking the Gospel to another would risk something we hold dear – so we choose instead to be 

Christians incognito, believing that it allows us to hold true to our faith without the challenge or 



Page #3 

the risk of naming it aloud.  But, here’s the catch – the phrase in and of itself is an oxymoron.  

You can’t be a secret disciple.  You can’t be a Christian, incognito. 

 

I’ve heard the arguments and I know them well.  ‘I share my faith by who I am, not by what I 

say.’  We say that it’s our actions that tell people about God.  We say that our compassion is 

what shows the heart of Jesus.  We say that our works echo the work of the Spirit more 

profoundly than our words ever could.  We say that it is our character and our behavior, and not 

our words, that is our message of faith.  The problem?  It’s just not true, at least not in the way 

we try to do it – and we can’t keep acting like it is. 

 

Yes, our actions speak louder than our words.  Yes, our compassion is by far the best way to 

share the heart of Jesus.  Yes, words are cheap, and works are real.  I get all of that.  I agree with 

all of that.  I don’t contend with any of that.  But, if we are living as Christians incognito – if we 

are spending every day in Joseph’s model of cloaked and secret discipleship – none of it actually 

points to the Gospel!  Our actions can speak louder than our words – but not if we aren’t sharing 

the root of those actions.  Our compassion is by far the best way to share the heart of Jesus – but 

not if we aren’t somehow naming that the heart of Jesus is what inspires that compassion.  Words 

are cheap, and works are real, but if we are living as Christians incognito, none of it actually 

points to the Gospel and none of it shares with those people the joy, the wonder and the glory the 

Gospel has in store for them! 

 

Most of you know me well enough by now that this might not need to be said, but for those who 

may not know me as well – I’m not suggesting we need to be standing on a milk crate, on the 

corner of Water St. and Kilbourn Ave. downtown, shouting Bible verses and calling people to 

repent.  I’m not suggesting we need to be walking around our neighborhoods knocking on doors 

and questioning people’s faiths.  I’m not suggesting we should be approaching our Jewish, 

Muslim, or other faithfully devoted friends and trying to show them how they’re wrong and 

we’re right.  I’m not even saying that every time we do something nice for someone we should 

be telling them that it’s a Christian who’s doing it.   

 

No, what I am saying is that we will all be faced, again and again, with our Joseph moments.  

What I am saying is that we will all be confronted with opportunities in life in which we are the 

ones that can bear the truth of the Gospel into the moment in which it is needed.  What I am 

saying that life is full of opportunities in which we are the ones with the right position, the right 

relationship, the right understanding, the right background, or any of a thousand other things that 

allow us to be the unique Gospel voice God longs for us to be – and we will face the same choice 

as Joseph.  We can shy away in fear, or we can step forward in faith. 

 

Our actions will speak louder than our words and our compassion will share the heart of Jesus.  

Again and again, however, we will be faced with opportunities in which we will be uniquely 

equipped to name the Gospel that motivates those actions – in which we will be able to share that 

the heart we bring is a reflection of the heart of God that’s been shown to us in Jesus.  We can do 

great and loving works in this world, but we can never truly share the heart of Jesus as Christians 

incognito.  At some point, we will have to step into the light if we want others to see the Gospel 

that stands behind it. 


