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Of the canonical gospels, only Matthew relates the intriguing story of the setting of a guard at the tomb of 

Jesus (Mt. 27. 62-66; 28. 4, 11-1 5). The story serves an apologetic purpose: the refutation of the allegation 

that the disciples had themselves stolen Jesus' body and thus faked his resurrection. Behind the story as 

Matthew tells it seems to lie a tradition history of Jewish and Christian polemic, a developing pattern of 

assertion and counter-assertion:{2} 

Christian: 'The Lord is risen!' 

Jew: 'No, his disciples stole away his body.' 

Christian: 'The guard at the tomb would have prevented any such theft.' 

Jew: 'No, his disciples stole away his body while the guard slept.' 

Christian: 'The chief priests bribed the guard to say this.' 

Though Matthew alone of the four evangelists mentions the guard at the tomb (John mentions a guard in 

connection with Jesus' arrest; cf. Mk. 14. 44), the gospel of Peter also relates the story of the guard at the 

tomb, and its account may well be independent of Matthew, since the verbal similarities are practically 

nil.{3} 

According to Matthew's version, on Saturday, that is, on the Sabbath, which Matthew strangely 

circumnavigates by calling it the day after the day of Preparation, the chief priests and Pharisees ask Pilate 

for a guard to secure the tomb to prevent the disciples from stealing the body and thus 'fulfilling' Jesus' 

prediction of rising on the third day. Pilate says, 'You have a guard; make it as secure as you can.' It is not 

clear if this means that Pilate gave them a Roman guard or told them to use their own temple guard. The 

Gospel of Peter uses a Roman guard, but this is probably read into the tradition and may be designed to 

emphasize the strength of the guard. If one might mention a psychological consideration, Pilate would 

probably be by this point so disgusted with the Jews that he might well rebuff them; but legends know no 



psychological limits. If Pilate rebuffed the Jews, then one wonders why this part of the story be told at all; 

but if the Jews really did go to Pilate, then perhaps this detail was remembered. If Pilate gave them a guard 

it is strange that Matthew does not make this explicit, like the Gospel of Peter, as this would strengthen his 

apologetic. The fact that the guards return to the chief priests is evidence that a Jewish guard is intended; 

contrast the Gospel of Peter, where the Roman guard report to Pilate the events at the tomb. The mention of 

the governor in v. 14 might indicate a Roman guard, but then it would not be clear how the Jews could do 

anything to keep them out of trouble. The fact that Roman guards could be executed for sleeping on watch 

and taking a bribe would further point to a Jewish guard. In the Gospel of Peter the bribe and the sleeping 

story are eliminated; Pilate simply commands the Roman guard to keep silent. If one gives the story the 

benefit of a doubt, one would assume that the guard is Jewish; but if one is convinced the story is a 

worthless legend then nothing could prevent one from taking the guard as Roman. So the guard is set and 

the sepulcher sealed. It has been said that Matthew omits the anointing motif because of the guard and the 

sealing,{4} but this holds no weight, for the women were clearly ignorant of such actions taken on the 

Sabbath. Rather it could be that Matthew is following different traditions here, since v. 15 makes it evident 

that there is a tradition history behind Matthew's story.{5} Before the women arrive, an angel of the Lord 

rolls back the stone, and the guard are paralyzed with fear. It is not said that the guard see the resurrection 

or even that this is the moment of the resurrection.{6} After the women leave, some of the guard go to the 

Jewish authorities, who bribe them to say that the disciples stole the body. This story has been spread 

among the Jews until this day, adds Matthew. 

Matthew's account has been nearly universally rejected as an apologetic legend by the critics. The reasons 

for this judgment, however, are of very unequal worth. For example, the fact that the story is an apologetic 

answering the allegation that the disciples stole the body does not therefore mean that it is unhistorical. The 

best way to answer such a charge would not be by inventing fictions, but by narrating the true story of what 

happened. Similarly, it counts for nothing to press the theological objection against the story, as is often 

done, that it overshoots the remaining witness of the New Testament that Jesus only appeared to his own, 

but remained hidden to his enemies.{7} Some theologians are appalled at the thought that pagan guards 

might see the 'Risen Christ'.{8} But the account says nothing about any appearance of Jesus to the guards at 

all. On the contrary, the angel expressly says, 'He is not here; for he has risen'; but the tomb is opened 

presumably that the women might come and 'see the place where he lay' (Mt. 28. 6). And in any case, the 

New Testament witness is that Jesus did appear to sceptics, unbelievers and even enemies (Thomas, James 

and Paul). The idea that only the eye of faith could see the risen Jesus is foreign to the gospels and to Paul, 

for they all agree on the physical nature of the resurrection appearances.{9} It is sometimes urged that the 

chief priests and Pharisees would not go to Pilate on the Sabbath day. But such an inference is not very 

weighty, since it is not said that they went en masse, but merely met there,{10} and it is not said that they 

entered the praetorium (cf. Jn. 18. 28). In any case, the objection underestimates the hypocrisy of men who, 

at least according to the gospel portrait, could bind others with heavy burdens, but they themselves not lift a 

finger to help. Nor is it very compelling to object to the story because it contains inherent absurdities, for 

example, that the guards would not know it was the disciples because they were asleep or that a Roman 

guard would never agree to spread a story for which they could be executed.{11} The first assumes that the 

Jews could not have fabricated a stupid cover-up story; really this story was as good as any other. At any 

rate the inference that it was disciples of Jesus was not so far-fetched, for who else would steal the body? 

The second absurdity assumes the guard was Roman, for which the positive evidence is slim. And even if 

the guard were Roman, perhaps the Jews' promise to 'satisfy the governor' meant telling him the truth about 

the guards' loyal service, if they would agree to lie to the people. 

Rather the more serious difficulties with the story are two: (1) it is not related in the pre-Markan passion 

story nor in the other gospels, and (2) it presupposes not only that Jesus predicted his resurrection in three 

days, but also that the Jews understood this clearly while the disciples remained in ignorance. With regard 

to the first, it is exceedingly odd that the other gospels know nothing of so major an event as the placing of 

a guard around the tomb. This suggests that the account is a late legend reflecting years of Jewish/Christian 

polemic. The designation of Jesus as an impostor is in fact an earmark of Jewish polemic against 

Christianity (Justin Dialogue with Trypho 108; Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs (Levi) 16. 3). But 

perhaps this polemical interest supplies the very reason why this event, even if historical, was not included 

in the pre-Markan passion story. For the pre- Markan passion story arose in the life of the Urgemeinde 



before theAuseinandersetzung with Judaism and thus antedates the Jewish/ Christian polemics. Since the 

guard played virtually no role in the events of the discovery of the empty tomb -- indeed the Matthean 

account does not exclude that the guard had already left before the women arrived --, the pre-Markan 

passion story may simply omit them. If the slander that the disciples stole the body was restricted to certain 

quarters ('the story has been spread among Jews [para Ioudaiois] to this day'), then it cannot be ruled out 

that Luke or John might not have these traditions. And the evangelists often inexplicably omit what seem to 

be major incidents that must have been known to them (for example, Luke's great omission of Mk. 6. 45 - 

8. 26) so that it is dangerous to use omission as a test for historicity. 

As for the second objection, we must be careful not to exclude a priori the possibility that Jesus did predict 

his resurrection, since ruling this out in advance would be to return to eighteenth century theological 

rationalism's presupposition against the supernatural. And if philosophical presuppositions cannot exclude 

Jesus' prediction, neither can theological, for example, that this represents a sort of 'triumphalism' that 

minimizes the extent of Jesus' sacrifice, since he knew he would rise again. Theological conceptions of 

what is 'appropriate' to Jesus' person and work cannot dictate to history what must have happened; rather 

theological conceptions may simply have to be changed in the light of history, whether this appeals to our 

religious sensibilities or not. The only grounds for accepting or rejecting Jesus' predictions as historical 

must be empirical. 

What, then, are the empirical grounds for thinking that Jesus did not predict his resurrection? It is 

sometimes asserted that Jesus' prediction of his resurrection is incompatible with the despair and 

hopelessness of the disciples. But this fails to reckon with the clear statements of the gospels that the 

disciples could not understand how a dying and rising Messiah could be possible (Mk. 8. 32; 9. 10). The 

concept was utterly foreign to them and made no sense with their conceptions of the triumphant King of 

Israel, though, Mark emphasizes, Jesus told them plainly that he was to suffer, be killed, and rise (Mk. 8. 

32). It is interesting that when Jesus tells Martha that Lazarus will rise again, her response is, 'I know that 

he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day' (Jn. 11. 24). The disciples may have had no expectation 

that Jesus' prophesied resurrection would be otherwise; in fact this is implied by their question concerning 

the eschatological coming of Elijah prior to the resurrection (Mk. 9. 10-11).{12} So the fact that the 

disciples failed to grasp the significance of the predictions is actually quite plausible and cannot be urged 

against their historicity. It may be asserted that the language of the predictions is ex ecclesia and that 

therefore they are written back into the life of Jesus. But, in fact, there are no words in the predictions that 

Jesus himself could not have employed. The use of 'the third day' could have meant only a short time.{13} 

But even if this detail was added from the kerygma, that does not imply that Jesus could not have predicted 

his resurrection. In the same way, the speech of the Jews to Pilate is Matthew's construction, and the third 

day motif may reflect the kerygmatic formulation in I Cor. 15. 4. In fact the Jews may have asked for a 

guard to be posted for an indeterminate period of time or the duration of the feast. That the predictions of 

the resurrection have taken on kerygmatic coloring does not prove that they were not made. 

Perhaps the most serious difficulty with the guard story, however, is that if the disciples did not grasp the 

import of the resurrection predictions, then the Jews, who had much less contact with Jesus, would not have 

grasped them either. This is, however, essentially an argument from silence, since Matthew does not tell us 

how the Jews learned of Jesus' prediction. It assumes that we have recorded in the gospels all instances on 

which Jesus spoke of his resurrection or that if this prediction was conveyed to the Jews surreptitiously we 

must know about it. It is possible that the actions of the Jews were not motivated by any knowledge of 

resurrection prophecies at all, but were simply an afterthought to prevent any possible trouble that could be 

caused at the tomb by the disciples during the feast. Taken together these considerations have a cumulative 

weight, however, and in themselves would probably cause one to be sceptical about the historicity of the 

guard story. 

But there are other considerations that count positively in its favor. For example, if the story is an 

apologetic fiction designed to preclude the theft of the body by the disciples, then the story is not entirely 

successful, for there is an obvious time period during which the disciples could have stolen the body 

undetected, namely between six o'clock Friday night and sometime Saturday morning. Because the tomb is 

already empty when the angel opens it, it is possible that it was already empty when the guards sealed the 



stone. Matthew fails to say that the sepulcher was opened and checked before it was sealed, so that it is 

possible that the disciples had removed the body and replaced the stone Friday night after Joseph's 

departure. Of course we would regard such a ruse as historically absurd, but the point is that if the guard is 

a Christian invention aimed at refuting the Jewish allegation that the scheming disciples had stolen the 

body, then the writer has not done a very good job. For the way an apologetic legend handles this story, see 

the Gospel of Peter: the scribes, Pharisees, and elders go on Friday to Pilate, who gives them a Roman 

guard; together the soldiers, the scribes, and the elders proceed to the sepulcher, and they all roll the great 

stone across the entrance of the tomb (no mention of Joseph of Arimathea whatsoever!), seal it seven times, 

and keep watch. On Sunday morning Jesus himself is seen coming out of the tomb with the two angels, and 

the witnesses include not only the soldiers and the elders, but also a crowd from Jerusalem and the 

countryside who had come to see the sepulcher! This is a fail-safe apologetic: the Romans and the Jews are 

the ones responsible for the entombment of Jesus on the same day of his death, they remain there without 

interruption, and when the tomb is opened, it is not empty, but Jesus comes out before the eyes of a 

multitude of witnesses. By contrast in Matthew's story the guard is something of an afterthought; the fact 

that they were not thought of and posted until the next day could reflect the fact that only Friday night did 

the Jews learn that Joseph had, contrary to expectation, placed the body in a tomb, rather than allowing it to 

be discarded in a common grave. This could have motivated their unusual visit to Pilate the next day. 

But perhaps the strongest consideration in favor of the historicity of the guard is the history of polemic 

presupposed in this story. The Jewish slander that the disciples stole the body was probably the reaction to 

the Christian proclamation that Jesus was risen.{14} This Jewish allegation is also mentioned in Justin 

Dialogue with Trypho 108. To counter this charge the Christians would need only point out that the guard 

at the tomb would have prevented such a theft and that they were immobilized with fear when the angel 

appeared. At this stage of the controversy there is no need to mention the bribing of the guard. This arises 

only when the Jewish polemic answers that the guard had fallen asleep, thus allowing the disciples to steal 

the body. The sleeping of the guard could only have been a Jewish development, as it would serve no 

purpose to the Christian polemic. The Christian answer was that the Jews bribed the guard to say this, and 

this is where the controversy stood at Matthew's time of writing. But if this is a probable reconstruction of 

the history of the polemic, then it is very difficult to believe the guard is unhistorical.{15} In the first place 

it is unlikely that the Christians would invent a fiction like the guard, which everyone, especially their 

Jewish opponents, would realize never existed. Lies are the most feeble sort of apologetic there could be. 

Since the Jewish/ Christian controversy no doubt originated in Jerusalem, then it is hard to understand how 

Christians could have tried to refute their opponents' charge with a falsification which would have been 

plainly untrue, since there were no guards about who claimed to have been stationed at the tomb. But 

secondly, it is even more improbable that confronted with this palpable lie, the Jews would, instead of 

exposing and denouncing it as such, proceed to create another lie, even stupider, that the guard had fallen 

asleep while the disciples broke into the tomb and absconded with the body. If the existence of the guard 

were false, then the Jewish polemic would never have taken the course that it did. Rather the controversy 

would have stopped right there with the renunciation that any such guard had ever been set by the Jews. It 

would never have come to the point that the Christians had to invent a third lie, that the Jews had bribed the 

fictional guard. So although there are reasons to doubt the existence of the guard at the tomb, there are also 

weighty considerations in its favor. It seems best to leave it an open question. Ironically, the value of 

Matthew's story for the evidence for the resurrection has nothing to do with the guard at all or with his 

intention of refuting the allegation that the disciples had stolen the body. The conspiracy theory has been 

universally rejected on moral and psychological grounds, so that the guard story as such is really quite 

superfluous. Guard or no guard, no critic today believes that the disciples could have robbed the tomb and 

faked the resurrection. Rather the real value of Matthew's story is the incidental -- and for that reason all the 

more reliable -- information that Jewish polemic never denied that the tomb was empty, but instead tried to 

explain it away. Thus the early opponents of the Christians themselves bear witness to the fact of the empty 

tomb.{16} 
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