Easter Sunday 2011 0830 sermon -  Matthew 28:1-10 

Let’s pray… 

And so, we come to a very familiar reading this Easter Sunday. The two Mary’s meet first thing in the morning in order to visit the tomb of Jesus. They were witnesses to the very end of Jesus’ life. In the previous chapter, they saw the sky turn dark, they felt the earthquake that tore the curtain in the temple in two, they watched as soldiers cried out at Jesus’ death: ‘Surely he was the son of God’, and we are told rather poignantly in vs. 61 that, as Joseph of Arimathea placed his body gently in a new tomb and the stone was rolled into place ‘Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb.’ 

And so, they come once more to that place, and as they do so, creation again reacts to the awesome events that are happening – there is another earthquake, except this time rather than it signifying something ending, it now indicates a wonderful beginning. We are reminded powerfully that the whole of creation is part of God’s Kingdom business. In accord with this literally earth-shattering moment, an angel appears. He rolls away the stone and sits on it! Now, Jesus didn’t need the angel to do that – we know this because later he appears in locked rooms – nothing can hold him, not death, not the walls of a room, or the confines of a tomb, so presumably the stone is moved for the sake of those who came to visit. The angel tells the women that Jesus has risen, but he also urges them to ‘come and see.’  Up until now, seeing is what the women have been doing – they’ve been forced to be helpless spectators in the last week of Jesus’ life, but now they are asked to step up and to be so much more. The angel tells them to go and tell the disciple all that they have seen and been told… 

Now this is quite a task, it is easy for us to forget in the hurrah of Easter morning, that these women were living in a threatening and frightening world. It was a world where women were not allowed to be witnesses, their testimony was not valued at all, and yet the angel was giving them the task of telling the disciples this news. Just encountering the angel was pretty scary – we know that because the trained guards fainted away when they saw him! So, how is their account going to go? An angel, an earthquake, an empty tomb? Would the disciples even believe them – would you have done? 

The disciples were hiding away, they were afraid and confused, no doubt full of questions and disillusionment, fear and grief. Jesus dying was not just the death of a friend, and Lord, but a death to all their dreams and plans - their grand expectations of a new kingdom have been destroyed. Death does that – it robs us of our ‘what might have beens’. 

And it is into this dark place that the angel has asked these women to go – armed with nothing more than their own account of the appearance of the angel and an empty tomb. But they choose to go. I receive a monthly podcast from the Church Pastoral Aid Society, where I recently heard a lady interviewed about leadership. When asked what advice she would give to other Christians she said, “when given a choice, always do the scary thing.” Well, these women have chosen to do the scary thing, probably because they are braver than they know. Not only did they stay beside Jesus till the bitter end, they also managed to stand their ground rather than fainting when faced with a lightning-bolt angel. Note that they are still afraid, but that hasn’t stopped them stepping up, and as they go into their new role of God-appointed witnesses there is now another emotion alongside their fear – there is joy!

No sooner have they turned around, running to tell the disciples, than Jesus himself appears to them! Now, having read this again, I’ve been struck by how much this encounter is so full of grace, in some ways, Jesus doesn’t actually need to appear to them because the women are already doing as they have been asked – so this isn’t an act of persuasion on his part. I think Jesus knows that they need him, his presence and his peace. He knows that they are afraid. His encounter with them brings his reassurance and love – he loves them, and they love him. 

Both Mary’s fall at his feet and worship him - Jesus is physically real, not a vision or a dream, and they are overcome with joy, clutching onto his feet. What an amazing moment! Not only is this moment the marker of the resurrection of their friend and Lord, it is also the fulfilment of everything that Jesus has said – He is the Son of God – and this is the resurrection too of trust and faith, of hope and a renewing of the promise of the coming of the Kingdom of God. 

And so, we watch them clasping his feet, and you can imagine them not wanting to let him go. And yet, they must. It can be tempting for us too to sometimes want to stay unmoving in the place where we feel most secure with Jesus; to want to capture that space and keep it forever with its sense of safety and reassurance, of blessing and intimacy. Some of us feel like that about our churches, sometimes it is a place that we visit more infrequently, perhaps Spring Harvest, or a retreat house. For me, it used to be New Wine – I could quite happily stay unmoving and unchanging in that place of joyful worship with thousands of people praising God. Yet, we can’t hold onto those places forever, Jesus, loving the women, still sends them on their way. They are no longer spectators, they are his first witnesses, empowered by him to ‘Go’ – not leaving Jesus behind, but taking Jesus’ name and presence, the truth of his defeat of death into the places where people wait – scared and fearful, lost and confused. 

We too can’t keep this Good News to ourselves – we are not called to be spectators, but instead we also must share the hope and joy that we know with others, no matter how scary that might seem. Let’s pray this Easter that Jesus will once more meet with us in our uncertainty and fear, that he will bless us with his presence and his love and then send us out in the power of the empowering Holy Spirit – remembering that with Jesus we are probably braver than we realise. 

Let’s pray…

Questions: 

Christmas and Easter both present us with very familiar passages, how easy do you find it to get into this Bible passage from Matthew? 

What struck you when you first read the passage? 

How significant do you think it is that the earth itself reacts to the occurrence of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection? 

The sermon refers to the 2 Marys as helpless spectators in the last week of Jesus’ life, and then reflects on the change as they are asked to step up and become witnesses who testify to the resurrection. Firstly, do you agree that this is a helpful representation of what happens in the passage? And, if so, can you relate to being in either of those situations? 

The women had the scary task of sharing the good news in a hostile environment. Even today - on Easter Sunday - many Christians in China have been arrested as they attempted to gather to worship informally. How can this passage help us reflect on their situation and pray for Christians elsewhere? 

Why do you think Jesus appears to the women (even though they are already going about his business…)? 

What does that mean for us? 

Can you relate to the two Marys clasping Jesus’ feet? Have you known a time in worship when you wanted to stay and not leave? If so, can you share what that was like? 

God calls us to ‘Go’ and tell the good news. Who do you have in your life that you would like to share that good news with, if there were no barriers to doing so? 

What would help you do this? How can this group encourage and support you? 
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