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Critical discussion of the Gospel resurrection narratives in my estimation suffers from a
lack of adequate acquaintance with Jewish traditions of death and burial, especially with
respect to the burial of executed persons or persons who in some way died dishonorable
deaths. It sometimes suffers too from wrong inferences from archaeological evidence and
historical records. In a controversial book published a decade ago, a scholar suggested
that Jesus’ body—in keeping with Roman practice—probably was not taken down from
the cross and given customary Jewish burial. It was suggested that Jesus’ corpse was
either left hanging on the cross, or, at best, was cast into a ditch and covered with lime. In
either case, his corpse was left exposed to birds and animals.* Jesus was not properly
buried; the story of the empty tomb no more than theology and apologetic legend.

The question of the empty tomb is important for critical assessment of the resurrection
stories. If Jesus’ earliest followers actually knew that Jesus had been buried and that his
tomb was later found empty, it makes their proclamation that Jesus was resurrected (and
not just a spirit) more intelligible. After all, there must have been compelling reason to
speak of resurrection, instead of simply (and more easily believed, given the culture)
speaking of apparitions. Jews who believed in resurrection thought in terms of a general,
eschatological resurrection, not the resurrection of an individual. The claim that Jesus
was resurrected would have been viewed as problematic, even for his own followers.

| believe the evidence for the burial of Jesus is compelling. This brief study reviews
this evidence.

The Necessity of Burial in Jewish Thinking

In the Mediterranean world of late antiquity proper burial of the dead was regarded as
sacred duty, especially so in the culture and religion of the Jewish people. The first
reason for providing proper burial was for the sake of the dead themselves. The
importance of care for the dead and their proper burial is well attested in Scripture, from
the amount of attention given to the story of Abraham’s purchase of a cave for the burial
of Sarah (Gen 23:4-19), to the burial accounts of the patriarchs and monarchs of Israel.
Of special interest is the story of Jacob’s body taken to the land of Canaan, to be buried
in a tomb that he had hewn (Gen 50:4-14). So also Joseph; though buried in Egypt, his
bones are exhumed taken with the Israelites at the time of the exodus and are eventually
buried in Canaan (Gen 50:22-26; Josh 24:32). The bones of the slain Saul and sons are
buried in Jabesh (1 Sam 31:12-13). David later commends the men who did this (2 Sam
2:4-5: “May you be blessed by the Lord, because you showed this loyalty to Saul your
lord, and buried him!”). Saul’s bones are later taken to the land of Benjamin (2 Sam
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21:12-14). Even the wicked and divinely judged are buried, too, such as those in the
wilderness who were greedy for meat (Num 11:33-34), or individual criminals who are
executed (Deut 21:22-23). Israel’s enemies, slain in battle, are buried (1 Kgs 11:15),
including the eschatological enemy hosts of Gog (Ezek 39:11-16).

The great importance of proper burial provides the backdrop for the passages that
speak of those who will not be buried, usually because of sin and divine judgment. Moses
warns the Israelites that if they disobey the covenant, their enemies will slay them and
their unburied bodies will be food for birds and animals (Deut 28:25-26). Generations
later this judgment befell the families of the wicked kings Jeroboam (1 Kgs 14:11) and
Ahab (1 Kgs 21:24). According to the prophetic warning, one from these families “who
dies in the city the dogs shall eat; and any one who dies in the open country the birds of
the air shall eat.” Jezebel herself is eaten by dogs and becomes “dung upon the fields” (1
Kgs 21:23; 2 Kgs 9:33-37); that is, she has been eaten and then defecated. There will be
no marker that says, “This is Jezebel.”® Jeremiah warns his own generation with the
same disturbing imagery: “And the dead bodies of this people will be food for the birds
of the air, and for the beasts of the earth; and none will frighten them away . . . and they
shall not be gathered or buried; they shall be as dung on the surface of the ground” (Jer
7:33; 8:2; cf. 14:16; 16:4; 20:6; 22:19; 25:33; cf. Ps 79:2-3; Ezek 29:5; Josephus, J.W.
1.30.5.594: “he would have her body torn to pieces by torments, and leave no part of it to
be buried”).

The ghastly image of Jews in exile, murdered and then left unburied beside the road or
flung outside the city walls, is reflected in the book of Tobit. The book’s namesake is a
righteous man, who keeps kashruth, shares food and clothing with the poor, and buries
the dead, even at great personal risk. The theme of Tobit burying the dead may well
reflect Jeremiah’s earlier warning.

Of all Tobit’s virtues, it is his burying the dead that is his greatest (1:18-20; 2:3-8;
4:3-4; 6:15; 14:10-13).2 Some of the persons whose bodies Tobit buries evidently had
been executed by state authority, and not simply murdered: “And if Sennacherib the king
put to death any who came fleeing from Judea, | buried [edaya] them secretly. . . . When
the bodies were sought by the king, they were not found” (1:18).* The dead man
mentioned in 2:3, whom Tobit also buries, was also executed, either strangled (so the
RSV) or “exposed,” in the sense of being publicly hanged (as Moore argues.)® This

2J. S. Kennard Jr. (“The Burial of Jesus,” JBL 74 [1955] 227-38, here 237) is wrong to
say “none would bury her.” In fact, Jehu ordered his men to bury her, only to find that
she had been devoured by dogs (2 Kgs 9:34-35).

% C. A. Moore, Tobit (AB 40A; New York: Doubleday, 1996) 120. “To bury someone is
the most important “charitable act” in Tobit.”

* F. Zimmermann, The Book of Tobit: An English Translation with Introduction and
Commentary (Dropsie College Edition: Jewish Apocryphal Literature; New York: Harper
& Brothers, 1958) 51. “In other words, the bodies were known to be of marked men
executed, not nameless war casualties.” The king sought the bodies, in order to hang
them up (see the following note).

> Moore, Tobit, 128. The Greek is e6traggalwmenoj. Moore appeals to Esth 9:13 (hlt
/ kremannumi), “where the ten sons of Haman, killed the day before (9:6-7), are then
‘hanged,’ i.e., exposed to public view.” Moore may be correct here. The verb used in



Jewish sense of obligation thatnkeexecuted by gentile authorities must be buried, even
at personal risk, is very significant for the present study.

JosephusO perspective is consistent with that expressed in Tobit. Explaivisiy Je
ethical obligationsJosephus states: OWe must furfiish) water, food to all who ask for
them, point out the road, not leave a corpse unburéddffon], show consideration even
to declared enemies@gainst Apior2.29 ©211; cf. 2.26 a205).

Perhaps Philo gives the most eloquent expression to Jewish siilesitbn this
question, in his imaginative recounting of JacobOs grief over the report that his sgn Jose
had been killed and devoured by wild animals. The patriarch laments: QOiCtsildot
your death that grieves me, but the manner of it. If you heehtburied¢Ota/fhj] in your
own land, | should have been comforted and watched and nursed yotbesick
exchanged the last farewells as you died, closed your eyes, wept over your body as it lay
there, given it a costly funeral and left none of the costoy rites undone@¢ losephd
a22kP3).

The imaginative dirge goes on to speak of the importance of proper burial: OAnd,
indeed, if you had to die by violence or through premeditation, it would have been a
lighter ill to me, slain as you would have beleyy human beings, who would have pitied
their dead victim, gathered some dust and covered the corpse. And then if theyelmad be
the cruelest of men, what more could they have done but cast it out unburied and go their
way, and then perhaps some padsgwould have stayed his steps, and, as he looked,
felt pity for our common nature and deemed the custom of burial to be its dueO (125).
Jacob concludes his lament by saying that he has experienced no greater tragedy, in tha
nothing of Joseph remains and thia¢re is no possibility of burial (eZR7).

Concern with proper burial continues beyond the first century. For the Rabbis burial of
the dead, according to George Foot Moore, Owas regarded as a duty of the highest
obligation.®He citesb. Meg.3b, where iis duty fwem tm) takes precedence in the
study of the Law, the circumcision of oneOs son, or in the offering of the Passober la
andSipre Numg26 (on Num 6:68), where even a high priest or a Nazirite has the
obligation to bury a Oneglected corpssi©e there is no one else to do it.

A second reasofor burying the dead is to avoid defilement of the land of Israel. This
requirement is grounded in the Mosaic lawkr@ if a man has committed a crime
punishable by death and he is put to death, andhang him on a tree, his body shall not
remain all night upon the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is
accursed by God; you shall not defile your land which the Lord your God gives you for
an inheritanceO (Deut 21£2R). It is al® expressed in EzekielTOey will set apart men
to pass through the land continually and bury those remaining upon the face of the land,
so as tecleanset . . . Thus shall they cleanse the landO (Ezek 39:14, 16).

This tradition remained current at than of the era, as seen in its elaboration in the
Temple Scro)lwhere we read:I0a man is a traitor against his people and gives them up

4QTol ar (4Q196 frag. 3, line 1) ignx, which means OstrangleO and which appears also
in the pesher on Nahum 2:8P3, in what is probably reference to Alexander JanneusO
crucifixion of political opponents (cf. 4QpNa3R4 i 4B7). In this case, however, the

victims were hanged while still living.

® G. F. Moore,Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era: The Age of the
Tannaim(3 vols., Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 15&) 1:71.



