Lutheran Radio Service Devotion, May 3, 2026

As we have been doing the past four weeks, we are continuing to make our way through the final
chapter of Matthew. Last week we heard what the risen Jesus told the women when he met them
as they were hurrying away from the tomb. Matthew now tells us what became of the soldiers
who had been posted to guard the tomb. Listen to Matthew 28:11-15:

MATTHEW 28:11-15. (EHV)
As [the women] were on their way, there were some members of the guard who
went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened.
After the chief priests had assembled with the elders and had reached a
decision, they gave a large sum of money to the soldiers and said, “You are to
say, ‘His disciples came at night and stole him away while we were sleeping.’ If
the governor hears about it, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” After
the soldiers took the money, they did as they were instructed. And this story has
been repeated among the Jews until this day.

At the beginning of this chapter, Matthew reported that an angel of the Lord came down
from heaven to roll away the stone from the tomb. His appearance was so bright and majestic
that it caused the guards to tremble violently out of fear and then to pass out, so that they became
like dead men. They apparently remained that way until after the women had arrived and then
left again. At that point some of them got up and went into the city and reported to the chief
priests everything that had happened. Money was exchanged, and they came up with the coverup
story that you just heard, namely that Jesus’s disciples came during the night and stole his corpse
from the tomb while the soldiers were sleeping.

In Gary Habermas’s 2024 book titled On the Resurrection, Volume 1, he notes that out of
all the stories in the Gospel, few are dismissed as readily and quickly as this story about the
guards. It is nearly universally rejected by scholarly critics as a legend invented by Matthew to
defend the story of Jesus’s resurrection and thereby to argue for the truth of the Christian faith.
The most common reasons cited for this conclusion are these:

First, the account about the posting of the soldiers and then their interaction between
themselves and the chief priests is not recorded in the other Gospels or anywhere else in the New
Testament.

Second, the story seems to have the sole purpose of defending the claim of Jesus’s
resurrection.

Third, the reason Matthew gives at the end of Chapter 27 for the detachment of soldiers
being posted to guard the tomb in the first place was that the chief priests and the Pharisees told
Pontius Pilate on Saturday that while Jesus was alive, he had said that he would rise again after
three days. How did they understand Jesus’s predictions so clearly, the critics ask, when his own
disciples did not understand them, even though they were with Jesus all the time?

And finally, critics dismiss the account because of how absurd it is. The disciples, who
apart from their time with Jesus were uneducated and untrained men, who had all run away
scared when he was arrested, who were so afraid of the Jewish leaders that they were shut up
behind locked doors not only on Easter evening but even as long as a week later, still had the
daring and nerve to attempt to steal Jesus’s body in spite of the difficulty of getting into the tomb
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to begin with, in spite of the Roman soldiers posted at the tomb, and in spite of the seal on the
tomb? Were they just banking on the guards being asleep? And speaking of which, the guards’
supposed story was that Jesus’s disciples stole Jesus’ corpse at night while they were sleeping.
But if they were sleeping, then how in the world would they know how the corpse was removed,
not to mention who it was that stole it?

Let’s take these objections to the account in order.

First, there are plenty of stories in all four Gospels that are unique to that Gospel. We
would expect that, if they have different human authors, those authors would record different
stories from Jesus’s life and ministry, just as different members of a crowd or audience will later
share with their friends different details of the event they attended. The more shocking thing is
actually how many stories they have in common. Plus, even though the other Gospels do not
record the story about the guards, the apostle John does allude to it in his Gospel by telling us, as
an eyewitness, what the inside of the tomb looked like, that Jesus’s burial cloths were removed
and that his face cloth was rolled up neatly to one side (John 20:1-9). He is clearly showing that
this was not the site of a theft.

As for the second argument, that the story seems to have the sole purpose of defending
the claim of Jesus’s resurrection, just because a story includes elements that defend itself against
objections does not mean that the story is not true. In fact, the more fantastic and amazing the
true story is, like, say, if the story-teller is convinced that someone has risen from the dead, the
more likely the story-teller will include defenses against objections. Our best guess is that
Matthew wrote his Gospel between 50 and 60 AD, roughly twenty years after Jesus was crucified
and rose. If the reality was that Jesus’s body had remained in the tomb and simply rotted,
Matthew’s inclusion of this story would not have made any sense at all. Why plant in your
audience’s minds the possibility that Jesus’s disciples stole the body, if that story is not actually
being circulated? And the only reason for the story actually being circulated is that Jesus’s tomb
was actually empty.

Third, we should not be surprised that Jesus’s enemies understood his predictions about
rising from the dead after three days better than his own disciples did. On the one hand, this was
precisely why Jesus had warned the chief priests and the Pharisees against the sin or blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:22—-32; Mark 3:20-30). The definition of this sin is that the
Holy Spirit has actually convinced someone of the truth of Jesus’s teaching, but because of the
stubborn resistance of that person, they only acknowledge the truth in their head and not with
their heart, so to speak, and then on top of that, even though they know that it is the truth in their
head, they stubbornly, persistently, repeatedly, and openly deny it, speak against it, and ridicule it
with their mouth (see also John 11:45-53).

On the other hand, Jesus rebuked his disciples more than once for their failure to listen
carefully and to believe his words (Matt. 15:16; Mark 4:40; 16:14; Luke 24:25; John 14:9).

We have to remember that when truth and error are involved, especially truth and error
pertaining to eternal life, the devil and his demons are also hard at work behind the scenes,
convincing unbelievers to deny or twist the truth or use it to their own advantage, and doing their
best to confuse and distract believers, to shorten their memories, and to persuade them to become
unbelievers.



And finally, as for denying Matthew’s account because of how absurd the soldiers’ story
is, Matthew would fully agree that it is absurd. That is exactly his point, that the one story Jesus’s
enemies thought was plausible as an explanation for why his tomb was empty on Easter morning
was utterly absurd on the very surface of the matter.

Of course, critics use this fact to assert that Matthew therefore must have made up the
explanation, and did a poor job of doing so. But the fact that it is absurd hardly means that the
Jewish leaders couldn’t have come up with it or that people wouldn’t believe it.

During the height of the steroid era in baseball in the early 2000s, there were a string of
injuries with absurd explanations. For example, in 2004, an outfielder sprained a ligament in his
back, causing him to miss over a month of games, supposedly due to back to back sneezes. A
pitcher’s injured elbow in 2005 was attributed to him emailing his brother too much. In 2006,
another pitcher had to miss the postseason supposedly because he hurt his wrist playing too
much Guitar Hero, the video game. The injury was later acknowledged in the credits of Guitar
Hero 11, which included the message that “no pitchers were harmed in the making of this game.
Except for one[, who] had it coming”—even though the pitcher himself later said the story was
made up by the team, while also refusing to reveal the real reason for his injury. The use of
anabolic steroids significantly increases the risk of injury, particularly to tendons and muscles,
yet many people believed all these explanations exactly as they were given, which may not have
been ridiculous in isolation, but were certainly ridiculous when taken as a whole, and they did
not suspect that steroids had anything to do with them at the time. Then there are the games in
which a batter was obviously hit intentionally in response to something he said or did, and the
pitcher and his coach will regularly comment after the game that the pitch simply “got away
from” him. And people will believe them. The excuses get more and more ridiculous when those
making the excuses have no other recourse. And people still believe them.

No, friends, this story about the guards that Matthew shares is true. Since it was true, this
ridiculous explanation for Jesus’s empty tomb was actually circulating in his day. Matthew
shares this story to underscore that the resurrection of Jesus was so convincing and so beyond
refutation that this ridiculous explanation was the best his enemies could come up with.

Jesus’s resurrection is not a prank. It is true. Proved by the prophecies about it made
hundreds and thousands of years in advance. Proved by the seal on the tomb and the detachment
of soldiers who could not stop it from happening and had to lie to cover up their embarrassment.
Proved by the multiple eyewitness accounts of the many appearances of Jesus after his death.
Proved by the willingness of his apostles and ministers to die for believing it. Proved by the
power of his gospel through the generations up to the present.

All of our sins are paid for. Heaven is open to all who believe in Jesus. The power of
death and the devil is broken. As death was not the end for Jesus, so it is not the end for you or
me or anyone who believes in him as their Savior. That’s not a fabricated legend. It’s the truth.
Christ is risen indeed! Amen.



