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SUMMARY
“Do not be afraid.” It’s a common command in Scripture, but one that is more easily said than done. 

AT A GLANCE
Easter reminds us that we can live without fear, but we need to trust Jesus to lead us into the future. We can “fear not” because he has overcome anything that can hurt or destroy us.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “No Snapchats with God,” April 5, 2015. 

Snakes, bugs and spiders.
Many people have intense fears of these creatures. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary may have been nervous about snakes, bugs and spiders when they went to the tomb of Jesus.
Even if you’re unfazed by slithering reptiles, creeping insects and crawling arachnids, there’s still plenty to be afraid of. 
Fear of the dark. Although most common among children, this fear can follow some people into adulthood. The phobia is not really about darkness, but about what dangers might be lurking in the shadows. Maybe that is why the two women waited until daybreak to make their trip on Easter morning.
Fear of closed spaces. That’s another common fear, called claustrophobia. People with this fear find it unbearable to be inside small spaces such as elevators, closets and caves. The two women may have been feeling anxious about entering the tomb of Jesus, which had been carved out of rock.
Fear of death. While very few people have a desire to die, some have a crippling fear of death. It is so overwhelming that they won’t ever leave home, for fear of a deadly attack or accident.
On the first Easter morning, fear was a dominant emotion. Snakes, bugs, spiders, darkness, closed spaces and death are all top-10 fears, according to the mental health website Youper.
We sing about the joy of Easter, but first we need to name the fear.
Put yourself in the sandals of the two women as they came to the tomb of Jesus. As soon as they arrived, there “was a violent earthquake, for an angel of the Lord came down from heaven and, going to the tomb, rolled back the stone and sat on it” (Matthew 28:2).
Some people have a fear of earthquakes, called seismophobia. It is part of the family of fears called catastrophobia, fear of disasters. No one would blame the two women if they were frightened by this violent earthquake. But at least the angel opened the tomb, which meant no more fear of the dark, or fear of closed spaces.
The appearance of the angel “was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow” (v. 3). The soldiers who had been posted to guard the tomb “were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men” (v. 4). Who could blame them for being overwhelmed with fear?

Fear Not
Then the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid” (v. 5). He knew what they were feeling, and he wanted to comfort and encourage them. Psychologist and pastor Bill Gaultiere says that “Fear not!” is “the most repeated command in the Bible. In fact, it has been said that there are 365 ‘Fear nots’ in the Bible — one ‘Fear not’ for every day of the year!”
The command can be given in a variety of forms, such as “Do not be afraid” or “Do not let your hearts be troubled,” but the message is always the same: Know that God is with you, giving you peace in the middle of stress, danger or uncertainty. 
“Fear not” is a very common command. But it is more easily said than done. In fact, it is probably the toughest of God’s commandments to keep.
Of course, some people might dispute this. They’ll say that the Ten Commandments are the hardest: “Remember the sabbath day … Honor you father and your mother … You shall not murder … You shall not commit adultery … You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:8, 12-15). 
Others will say that Jesus gave the most difficult commands in his Great Commandment: “Love the Lord your God … Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37, 39). There is no question that this kind of love is an enormous challenge.
Pastor Amy Butler writes that “Love your enemies” (Matthew 5:44) is “the hardest commandment. There’s nothing neat, clean or easy about it at all. We know we will fail — not a question. And maybe that’s why it’s so hard for us to even try.”
The Ten Commandments. The Great Commandment of Jesus. The challenge to love your enemies. All are very difficult commandments to keep. But none are as tough as “Fear not!”

Fear Replaced by a Promise
We have trouble with “Fear Not” because we are afraid of so much. We fear the deaths of loved ones, serious illnesses, not having enough money for retirement, business failures, climate change, mass shootings, terrorism and criminal activity. We see so many threats to our well-being that we can hardly believe it when we hear the words, “Fear not!”
But the words that the angel spoke to the women on Easter morning are meant for us as well. “Do not be afraid,” he said. “I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said” (Matthew 28:5-6). The very worst thing that could possibly happen — the death of God’s Son on a cross — has now been overcome by the resurrection. Darkness has been replaced by light, and death has been replaced by new life. 
“Then go quickly and tell his disciples,” said the angel. “‘He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him’” (v. 7). The promise of the angel is that Jesus is going ahead of us, always ahead of us. We do not need to fear the future, because Jesus is in it. He is calling us forward and promising to meet us in what lies ahead.
Most of our fears are grounded in uncertainty about the future. We don’t want to get on an airplane because we are afraid it will crash. We put off having children because we are worried about the dangers they will face. We are nervous about retirement because we fear that we have not saved enough money.
When we are stressed by uncertainty, we cannot keep the commandment “Fear Not!” But when we realize that the risen Jesus is in our future, we can lay our fears aside.
On Easter morning, the two women “hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy” (v. 8). Yes, they still felt some fear, but it was beginning to be mixed with joy. As they traveled on the road, Jesus met them and greeted them, and they fell down and worshiped him. And what did Jesus say to them? You won’t be surprised. He said, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me” (v. 10). 
Jesus repeats the toughest commandment, “Do not be afraid.” But at this point, the women are able to keep the commandment, because the risen Jesus is with them. He is living out the promise of the name that was given to him before he was born: Immanuel, which means “God with us” (1:23). Truly, Jesus is the clearest possible sign that God is with us, in the face of every threat to our well-being.

All Will Be Well
Easter gives us the power to live without fear, trusting Jesus to lead us into the future with confidence. Although we will still face situations that make us anxious and afraid, we do not need to be overwhelmed. We can give our fears to the Lord, who conquered death and is waiting for us in the future.
Since that very first Easter, followers of Jesus have found this to be true. The apostle Paul was facing a number of terrifying threats to his well-being: Imprisonments, floggings, shipwrecks, and danger from bandits and other opponents. And yet, because he believed that Christ was raised from the dead, he could say, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? … No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.” Nothing in all creation, said Paul, “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:35, 37, 39).
Over a thousand years later, an English mystic named Julian of Norwich said, “all will be well, and all will be well, and every kind of thing will be well.” This was not just wishful thinking for Julian, because she had life-long struggles, during a time when there was a devastating pandemic and a political revolution. But she was able to say “all will be well” because she discovered that love is God’s meaning. “Remain in this,” she wrote, “and you will know more of the same. But you will never know different, without end. So I was taught that love is our Lord’s meaning.”
Yes, we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. All will be well, and every kind of thing will be well. We can keep the commandment “Fear not!” because we have a risen Lord who has overcome anything that can hurt or destroy us. Because Jesus has been raised, we do not have to be afraid. 
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Acts 10:34-43 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Family Theory. The family is a familiar topic for sociologists, anthropologists, historians, psychologists — and theologians. The papers, dissertations, books and essays written about family are more numerous than the sands of the sea. In Southeast Asia, families tend to be multigenerational. Cultural differences may account for different attitudes toward individuality and interdependence. Some families are matriarchal; others are patriarchal. European cultures have typically favored the nuclear model of the family. Many families are “blended,” or “patchwork” families. Children have different roles in different cultures. You might create a scenario in which a nuclear family has dinner every night. Two children, a boy and a girl, are at the table. They’re all happy, and the kids feel secure in their parents’ love. Then, one evening, there are about a half dozen other kids at the table! These kids talk and think differently. They have different hairstyles, different tastes in clothes and different preferences in food. Who are these kids? “Why, they’re your new brothers and sisters, of course. We adopted them. Isn’t it just wonderful?!” The son and daughter, who had hitherto enjoyed favored status, are now in a position in which the love of their parents is shared with others. They don’t realize that the outpouring of love that now includes more children does not mean that their parents love them any less. Read this text again, and perhaps this story will generate some ideas about how some early Jewish Christians reacted initially to the news that Gentiles had been invited to the table.
What Does the Text Say?
At the core of Peter’s great speech is a classic confession that should ring with new clarity within postmodern culture. Peter begins with a confession that “God shows no partiality” (v. 34). Peter’s confession is profoundly dramatic. This concept of a God who shows “no favorites” gives teeth to the Jewish insistence that there is only one universal God. It is one thing to proclaim that your God is no mere tribal or local deity. It is quite another to admit that “your” God is as concerned and interested in distant tribes and peoples as in those who first proclaimed God’s oneness and saw the light. As Peter continues his speech, he gradually moves from the truth of this nonlocalized God to the truth incarnate, which is found in a very particular place, person and series of events. In verses 37-38, Peter emphasizes the historical facts that distinguish Jesus’ ministry. The universal, nonlocal, unparticularized presence of God is pinned down to one, very personal event in time and space. Peter says that he and the other disciples were “witnesses” to all he describes in such graphic detail. The pericope concludes with the faith confessed and put into action, noting the universal salvific scope of One who is now accessible to all who hear and believe. For those who dare to believe in this One, Jesus the Judge is transformed into Jesus the Redeemer, through whom all may “receive forgiveness of sins through his name.”

Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Rolling Stone and the Cornerstone. On Easter Sunday, we can talk about two stones: One is real, the other figurative. The first is the stone that was rolled away from the tomb by some unknown, unseen, Powerful Hand. The second stone refers to the person within the tomb who left the tomb when the stone was rolled away. This person, Jesus Christ, is referred to as the Cornerstone. Foundation stones, or cornerstones, were important in the Middle East in Jesus’ day. Scripture has many references to a cornerstone. In the OT, see Job 38:6; Isaiah 19:13; Isaiah 28:16; Jeremiah 51:26; Zechariah 10:4; and today’s text (v. 22). In the NT, see Matthew 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; Ephesians 2:20; and 1 Peter 2:7. So, people in Jesus’ day were quite familiar with cornerstones. In fact, ancient building construction relied on the cornerstone more than today. These days, the laying of a cornerstone is largely ceremonial and may have a time capsule inside. Dignitaries and celebrities may be invited to the laying of the cornerstone of an important public building. But it is ceremonial. In Jesus’ day, great care was taken in the selection of a cornerstone. The psalmist chortles in the knowledge that the stone that the “builders” rejected, i.e., found unsuitable as a foundation stone, has become the “chief cornerstone.” On Easter Sunday, we, too, find this “marvelous in our eyes” (v. 23). And Easter Sunday is truly a day that “the LORD hath made.” We should, indeed, “rejoice and be glad in him” (v. 24). Jesus, the risen Christ, is the cornerstone of our faith. And as a foundation stone, Jesus Christ is also the cornerstone of our lives. He is not merely a ceremonial stone that’s nice to look at from time to time. He is the critical component of our lives, and everything else is ordered and aligned with this stone to ensure the structural integrity of our lives. You might refer to your church’s cornerstone or take some time prior to this Sunday snapping photos of cornerstones of some buildings in the town where you live. You could ask your congregation to guess the identity of the building — assuming the stone itself does not declare its location.
What Does the Text Say?
“This is the day that the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in him” (emphasis on him, the NRSV’s alternate translation of the Hebrew of v. 24). It is the better translation, given the emphasis on thanksgiving (vv. 1, 19, 21, 28, 29) to the LORD for bringing “today’s” victory (“LORD” appears 28 times in 29 verses). Verses 1 and 29 are bookends with identical exuberant words: “O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever.” “Steadfast love” in Hebrew is hésed (vv. 1, 2, 3, 4, 29), translated variously: “steadfast love”: NRSV and Tanakh; “love”: NIV, TEV and NAB; “lovingkindness”: NASB; “mercy”: KJV; “faithful love”: NJB and NLT; and “loyal love”: NET. Hésed can be understood as covenant loyalty, graciousness and kindness; God honors his covenants with human beings, even sometimes when they breach them. The psalmist declares (vv. 1, 29) that “[the LORD] is good” (tov), meaning that he holds God in highest esteem, as one whose qualities are to be desired. Note the joy throughout the psalm, in its pervasive mood and explicit words (vv. 15, 24). The gates of righteousness/justice/saving victory (vv. 19-20) are those of the temple, where only the godly righteous may enter (Psalm 24:3-10; Matthew 25:31). The Lord is God, and the Lord is the psalmist’s God (vv. 27a; 28).

Colossians 3:1-4 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Moving Day. Two or three generations ago, people didn’t move so much. Today, many millions move annually and some 75% of the population moves, on average, every five years. So, you might begin this sermon talking about some moves you’ve made. Perhaps get a show of hands from the congregation as to whether any of them have moved recently. The link to the text is quick and fairly obvious. Easter Sunday is moving day. Jesus Christ moved from the grave to glory. And — this is where our text comes in — we moved with him! Well, there’s an eschatological component that has not yet been realized, to be sure. But Paul’s point is that, since Christ has been raised, and we “have been raised with Christ” (v. 1), we should think and behave in accordance with the heavenly, spiritual and resurrection culture to which we’ve been moved.
What Does the Text Say?
In Colossians 2:20, Paul contends that his readers have already “died” with Christ. Now, in 3:1, he asserts that those who have “died” have also been “raised with Christ.” Having experienced this symbolic death and resurrection, each believer, Paul now insists, has yet another mission to complete — to “seek the things that are above.” He urges them to celebrate now — however incompletely — what is still a future event. The empty tomb found by Simon Peter, the “other disciple,” and Mary Magdalene testifies to the fact that salvation is a present reality. Yet, the eschatological promise has yet to be fulfilled; the “glory” of all those things we “seek above” is still in the future. This reminds us that we live in an interim period. The tomb has been opened. Christ is risen. Christ has ascended. Yet life on earth continues. Paul urges the Colossians to embrace this paradox. Paul suggests the Colossians enter wholeheartedly into the age of “in-between-ness” by seeking things above. Only those who willingly “die” with Christ will find that Christ is, in fact, their “life.” The paradox of a Christian experience is that a life of “seeking” is a life fulfilled, a life of dying to self is a life of rising to self and others.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Most every day I talk to someone who is afraid or anxious (which is generalized fear).
Maybe you fear what people think of you? Not having enough money … Public speaking, flying, being far from home, or spiders … Failure or rejection … Losing a loved one … Disease or pain … Death … These are common fears.
We all long to “Fear not,” to be free to love and be loved. We all long for more of God’s peace in the midst of stress, danger, and uncertainty. …
The psalmist often leads us in a “Fear not” prayer. The Psalms are the Bible’s great soul book, meant to train us to respond to all difficult feelings and life situations through emotionally honest prayer in community. We’re trusting the Lord as we love one another.
The beloved disciple John summarizes the Bible’s promise to “Fear not”: “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another … There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love” (1 John 4:11, 18).
—Bill Gaultiere, “‘Fear Not!’ 365 Days a Year,” Soul Shepherding, www.soulshepherding.org.

##

All is not well. There is growing awareness that our current public health crisis will continue, in waves, for God knows how long. Educational institutions struggle to prepare for the looming unknown. The economic situation is staggering. The federal government is a bungled mess. The church at times seems paralyzed. And the recent murders of black Americans are forcing yet another reckoning with systemic racism in this country. …
Julian would understand these mixed feelings. In context, her revelation that “all will be well” was not soothing, at least not at first. It was shocking. By her account, she took in the divine words “heavily” and “mournfully” and with “very great fear.” Her instant response was, essentially, how could this possibly be, given the reality of pain, suffering and human frailty? …
Julian’s life was devoted to and absorbed by divine encounter. She received a series of 16 “showings” or revelations of God’s love when she was around 30 years old, the mysteries of which slowly unfolded into more profound understanding and insight. And when true understanding finally emerged, when the divine finally revealed the meaning of “all will be well,” her description of this revelation is electrifying. 
—Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, “Julian of Norwich believed ‘All will be well.’ Would she say so today?” America, June 24, 2020, www.americamagazine.org.

##

One night in 1964, James Foster Reese, pastor of First United Presbyterian Church on the campus of Knoxville College, sped down a Wilcox County Alabama highway, ferrying two injured white ministers to safety in Selma. He killed the headlights and didn’t stop. The men in the back, Geddes Orman and Alexander Stuart, were with Jim as a delegation of Union Presbytery visiting Black Presbyterian churches, had been identified as “agitators” and severely beaten by the owner of the hotel they were staying at.
Jim would use that night as a benchmark for future trouble in his life. “Budget deficit? Not bad. Loss of members? Not bad. No promotion? Not bad. Bad is driving down an Alabama highway in the middle of the night with no lights and never touching the brakes.”
—David Staniunas, “Remembering Jim Reese,” Presbyterian Historical Society blog, June 17, 2022.
https://www.history.pcusa.org/blog/2022/06/remembering-jim-reese.
Retrieved October 21, 2022.

##

(Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky was arrested in 1848 for being part of a circle of intellectuals who opposed the Tsar’s absolute monarchy. He was condemned to death.)
Dostoyevsky was taken out to face the firing squad. It was the middle of winter, December 22nd, a few days before Christmas, and he and his fellow condemned were taken to a public square. He wrote that day: “There the sentence of death was read out to us, we were all made to kiss the cross, a sword was broken over our heads, and we were told to put on our white execution shirts. Then three of us were tied to the posts to be executed. I was the sixth, and therefore in the second group of those to be executed. … Then the retreat was sounded on the drums, those tied to the posts were taken back, and an order from His Imperial Majesty was read to us granting us our lives. Afterwards our sentences were read out to us.”
His death sentence was commuted to eight years of hard labor in a Siberian work camp, though in the end served only four years. He lived in crowded, filthy barracks, and told his brother that he felt like he was “shut up in a coffin” during that time. He wrote about his prison experiences in The House of the Dead (1862).
The story of Dostoyevsky’s last-minute reprieve was a story that American writer Raymond Carver loved to retell, said Carver’s friend Tobias Wolff. Wolff said, “I always had the sense he was talking about himself, too. … He had been there himself … had come very close to suffering not only physical death but also moral and spiritual annihilation.” …
Dostoyevsky lived for more than three decades after the day he appeared in front of his executioners, writing novels Crime and Punishment (1866), The Idiot (1868), The Possessed (1872), and The Brothers Karamazov (1880).
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for November 16, 2021.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-november-16-2021/.
Retrieved October 21, 2022.

##

FENNVILLE, Mich. — What happens when you mix an Easter egg hunt with a haunted house? You get “Fear the Bunny,” an adult, horror-themed event happening in Fennville.
The Pier Cove Cargo Company is hosting the event on Saturday, April 23. Participants will buy their tickets ahead of time and won’t know where to go until the day of the event.
The ticket will allow them to get GPS coordinates that then leads them through a one-of-a-kind Easter egg hunt.
“Let’s do an Easter egg hunt at night, but add a little bit of fear to it with zombies and whatever else might be lingering in the forest,” said Scott Hageman, owner of Pier Cove Cargo Company. “You get this little flash light that shines only maybe 4, 5, 6 feet in front of you, there’s some spooky things out there. And they’ll be waiting. And I think the walk down the bunny trail will be the most terrifying thing.” …
Tickets are $25 each and include an event T-shirt, canvas Easter bag, flashlight and a chance to find eggs, candy and gifts. You must be 21+ to participate in this event.
—Keely Lovern, “‘FEAR THE BUNNY’: Adult egg hunt mixes Easter and horror in Fennville,” WZZM13.com News, April 14, 2022.
https://www.wzzm13.com/article/news/local/fear-the-bunny-adult-egg-hunt-mixes-easter-and-horror-in-fennville/69-9df5cacc-972c-4a0f-844a-072ab2ac8e11.
Retrieved October 21, 2022.

##

When Steven Spielberg set out to make the movie, Jaws, he intended to use the mechanical shark a lot more than he did. The device had mechanical problems, though, so he had to make some last-minute adjustments.
One of them was the opening sequence of a woman swimming in the sea, with the famous softly thumping background music and the shark’s-eye view from below. When the shark attacks her, the last thing we see is the startled look on her face before she’s pulled down into the depths.
You never see the shark, but the scene is more terrifying than it likely would have been with the mechanical stand-in (or swim-in, as the case may be).
But isn’t that always the way with our fears? The things we don’t see are so much more terrifying than those we do.

##

(Gleb Rahr, a Latvian inmate at the Dachau concentration camp, wrote this account of a very unusual Easter service that took place in the camp just days after American soldiers liberated it …)
In the entire history of the Orthodox Church, there has probably never been an Easter service like the one at Dachau in 1945. Greek and Serbian priests together with a Serbian deacon wore the makeshift “vestments” [hastily made from white towels taken from the former SS hospital] over their blue and gray-striped prisoner’s uniforms. Then they began to chant, changing from Greek to Slavonic, and then back again to Greek. The Easter Canon, the Easter Sticheras — everything was recited from memory. The Gospel — “In the beginning was the Word” — also from memory.
And finally, the Homily of Saint John Chrysostom — also from memory. A young Greek monk from the Holy Mountain stood up in front of us and recited it with such infectious enthusiasm that we shall never forget him as long as we live. Saint John Chrysostomos himself seemed to speak through him to us and to the rest of the world as well! Eighteen Orthodox priests and one deacon — most of whom were Serbs — participated in this unforgettable service. Like the sick man who had been lowered through the roof of a house and placed in front of the feet of Christ the Savior, the Greek Archimandrite Meletios was carried on a stretcher into the chapel, where he remained prostrate for the duration of the service. …
(Four years later, another Dachau inmate, the Greek Orthodox Archimandrite Dionysios, remembered Easter,1945 in these words …)
In the open air, behind the shanty, the Orthodox gather together, Greeks and Serbs. In the center, both priests, the Serb and the Greek. They aren’t wearing golden vestments. They don’t even have cassocks. No tapers, no service books in their hands. But now they don’t need external, material lights to hymn the joy. The souls of all are aflame, swimming in light.
Blessed is our God. My little paper-bound New Testament has come into its glory. We chant “Christ is Risen” many times, and its echo reverberates everywhere and sanctifies this place.
Hitler’s Germany, the tragic symbol of the world without Christ, no longer exists. And the hymn of the life of faith was going up from all the souls; the life that proceeds buoyantly toward the Crucified One of the verdant hill of Stein.
—Douglas Cramer, “Dachau 1945: The Souls of All Are Aflame,” Antiochian Christian Diocese of North America website.
http://ww1.antiochian.org/souls-aflame.
Retrieved October 21, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 28:1-10
Whenever one of the gospels narrates the same event, some elements are highlighted, and others omitted. This characteristic is due to idiosyncratic style preferences, the specific needs of the community being addressed and the different source documents available to each author. In these matters, Matthew is no exception. In fact, it’s the unique features in his resurrection account that make his version so arresting. For example, when “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary” revisit the tomb on the day after the Sabbath, without warning they experience two unimaginable epiphanies. (“Mary Magdalene” is not mentioned in Matthew prior to Jesus’ crucifixion, burial and resurrection. Luke describes her as the one “from whom seven demons had gone out” [Luke 8:2]. While “the other Mary” could refer to Jesus’ mother [cf. Matthew 13:55], her precise identity is unknown except for the fact that she was “the mother of James and Joseph,” which were very common given names in the first century [Matthew 27:56].)
Yet before taking up the resurrection account, it’s vital to look back to have a better appreciation of Matthew’s narration of the return by “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary” to Jesus’ burial place. During their previous visit, these women “were there, sitting opposite the tomb” as Jesus was interred in a “new tomb,” which Joseph of Arimathea “had hewn in the rock” (27:57-61). Although Matthew’s narrative doesn’t claim the women were silent as they contemplated the events of that day, his description of the somber scene may hint it. Conversely, they may have been weeping due to their grief or wailing given the violence of the crucifixion.
Matthew also records the intervening actions of “the chief priests and the Pharisees” that occurred on the Sabbath, which ironically was a Jewish day of rest. This two-pronged religious coalition approached Pilate and asked him to secure Jesus’ tomb for three days to prevent his disciples from stealing the body. The religious leaders presented this request to Pilate because they wanted to undermine any possible claim that Jesus “has been raised from the dead.” Although Pilate didn’t fully comply with their petition, he granted them permission to post their own guards to secure the tomb (27:62-66).
But why did the women return to the tomb? In contrast to the other synoptic gospels, Matthew offers no explicit reason except to note that they “went to see the tomb” (v. 1, emphasis added; cf. Mark 16:1; Luke 24:1). Then, according to Matthew, when they reached the tomb, they not only saw the crypt, but “suddenly [idou]” felt “a great earthquake [seismoV egeneto megaV]” and saw “an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven” who rolled the stone away and sat on it (v. 2). In this detail, Matthew’s narration diverges unexpectedly. Neither Mark nor Luke nor John mention the earthquake; in their narratives, already the stone has been rolled away before anyone arrives at the tomb (cf. Mark 16:4; Luke 24:2; John 20:1).
On one hand, it’s certainly plausible that the other gospel writers chose to omit the earthquake from their resurrection accounts, or it simply wasn’t cited in their sources. (For a brief discussion on geological evidence for the earthquake during Jesus’ crucifixion, see “Is Jesus’ crucifixion reflected in soil deposition?” at biblicalarchaeology.org/biblehistorydaily.) On the other hand, given this anomaly, some scholars wonder if the earthquake actually happened. In their estimation, Matthew employs the earthquake as a metaphor, perhaps in a way similar to Matthew 24:29, where neither the sun nor moon shine and the stars fall out of the sky. (For more on an allegorical reading of Easter, see Marcus J. Borg, “Thinking about Easter” in Easter: Exploring the Resurrection of Jesus [Washington, D.C.: Biblical Archaeology Society, 2010], 20-22.)
Whichever position one adopts, the earthquake announced and symbolized an earth-shattering event. To extend the metaphor, it is a tectonic event that Matthew underscores as he describes the reactions of the guards and the women. “The guards shook and became like dead men” when they saw the angel who “was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow” (vv. 3-4). In short, fear paralyzed them.
In contrast, once the angel reassured the women with “Do not be afraid,” they were — in a way — brought back to life. They had gone to “see the tomb” and were “looking for Jesus who was crucified,” but he wasn’t there (v. 5). For corroboration, the angel encouraged the women to “come, see the place where he lay,” a place they knew since they were witnesses as Jesus’ body was lowered into the tomb (v. 6; cf. Matthew 27:59-61). The angel then directed the women to leave the burial place — to “go quickly and tell [Jesus’] disciples” that “he has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him” (v. 7). Once reanimated, the women were no longer bound to linger around a lifeless sepulcher. Indeed, after they heard the angel’s message, “they left the tomb quickly,” and even though they were afraid, they departed with “great joy, and ran to tell his disciples” (v. 8).
Seeing an angel descend, remove a large stone from the tomb’s opening, and then direct them to deliver a message to Jesus’ disciples was only the first epiphany that Sunday morning. These two women experienced a second epiphany as they ran away from the gravesite. Just like with the angel, Matthew indicates that the second encounter happened “Suddenly [idou].” Moreover, Jesus, too, spoke to the women, and once they heard him say, “Greetings! [cairete],” without delay they “came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him” (v. 9).
The response of “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary” demonstrates that they recognized Jesus. They neither held any doubts about his identity nor how they ought to respond (cf. 14:33; 28:17). Beyond that, Jesus’ directive — “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me” (v. 10) — reassured them and further confirmed the angel’s message.
Even though it will never be possible to prove with absolute scientific certainty that a localized or larger regional earthquake happened on that Sunday morning long ago, a temblor of inconceivable magnitude altered the earth’s landscape that day. While guards “shook,” two grieving women who experienced two unprecedented epiphanies ran from a tomb “with fear and great joy” to announce that Jesus, crucified two days earlier, “has been raised from the dead.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 28:1-10
Ask the children if they have ever had a pet die and find out how that made them feel. Show them a shoe box, open it and close it, and explain that people sometimes use shoe boxes to bury pets that have died; they carefully bury these boxes in the ground, and even have little funeral services to say goodbye to their pets. Then tell the story of one of Jesus’ friends named Mary, who was very sad after Jesus died on the cross; she went to his tomb to say goodbye and care for his body. Ask the children what Mary found there. Open the shoe box and say, “An empty tomb!” Ask how the children would feel if a dead pet suddenly disappeared from its shoe box grave. Afraid? Joyful? Let them know that Mary felt exactly the same way, right up until Jesus met her on the road and showed her that God had raised him to new life. Close by saying that God is more powerful than death itself, and he turns our sadness into gladness, by giving new life to Jesus, and to every one of us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Easter
One: Shadows and worry follow us, clinging like cobwebs in our hair.
All: Yet something has changed.
One: Christ is risen!
All: Christ is risen indeed.
One: Darkness and grief surround us and begin to creep inside to our souls,
All: But something is bright and new.
One: Christ is risen!
All: Christ is risen indeed!
One: Denials and betrayals weaken our confidence and torment our memories,
All: But forgiveness is real.
One: Christ is risen!
All: Christ is risen indeed!
One: Confusion and doubt cloud the future and perplex the present,
All: But someone is on the road with us.
One: Christ is risen!
All: Christ is risen indeed!

Prayers — Easter 
God of the living: We are filled with Easter joy, exultant over the resurrection of Jesus, but we are still afraid to die. We hail the first fruits of your victory over death, but the fear of death continues to haunt us. We are perplexed, Father, because we cannot imagine life outside the familiar boundaries of time and space. We know all too well what happens to this body, but we cannot conceive of a heavenly body — or of life without a body. We know that our years are still only threescore or fourscore, rarely more, often less, but the notion of “eternal” life, however hard we work with it, defies our imagination. Clouds of question marks shadow our Easter joy.
Gracious God: Remind us that just a moment ago we existed only in your mind, unconscious, unborn, until you saw fit to bring us to life on this little planet so wondrously supplied by your grace for all our needs. Grant us childlike trust in your power to bring us into our new and more perfect life; and assure us again, through our crucified and risen Lord, of your love that wants us to be born into that life. Ruler of both time and space, shine through the clouds of our question marks and, for his sake, let us enjoy the full brightness of this resurrection morning. Amen.

Benedictions — Easter 
May all the joy and excitement of this day go with us. 
May the power of Christ’s resurrection go with us. 
May the good news of this wondrous day go with us. 
May the promise and hope of Easter go with us. 
May we in the days ahead, sing, pray, live, love, act and serve all for the glory of God. 
A joyous Easter. Amen. Go forth!

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Christians, Join to Sing
How Calm and Beautiful the Morn
Sing with All the Saints in Glory
Worship and Praise* 
Living Hope (Wickham)
In Christ Alone (Getty, Townend)
My Testimony (Elevation Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Easter Sunday, Resurrection of the Lord, Cycle A
Acts 10:34-43 or Jeremiah 31:1-6
Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24
Colossians 3:1-4 or Acts 10:34-43
John 20:1-18 or Matthew 28:1-10
