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“Explaining Away the Joy”

Matthew 28:1-16
Easter, March 23, 2008

It was a day much like today. It was Sunday, or the Jewish equivalent of Sunday, the first day of the week. The sun was not yet visible but the sky in the east was already brightening with the orange gold warmth of the coming new day. And it would certainly be a new day for humanity!


Earlier that morning Mary Magdalene and the other Mary who was the mother of James the younger, and probably several other women gathered up the needed burial materials in preparation for their work at Jesus’ tomb. Matthew tells us two women went to the tomb that morning. Mark says three women went and Luke refers to three women by name and speaks of “others” who helped. John only mentions Mary. Critics, trying to explain away the joy, point out this “error” in the Bible. But is it an error?

And what about the time of day? Matthew says they went “at dawn”, Mark says “very early after sunrise”, Luke says simply “very early” and John writes that it was “still dark”. Is this another discrepancy? And what about the angels? Matthew and Mark say one angel while Luke and John say two angels.


Are these errors in the word, discrepancies in the stories? If you are a critic of the Bible then they certainly seem to be. But if you are an impartial judge of the story you will quickly see that these “discrepancies” actually add strength to the telling. You see, variations in the telling of an obviously identical story actually support the reliability of the story. These are independent remembrances of the same event. If the writers had been concerned about keeping perfect fidelity in the story they would have carefully reproduced one account, but they didn’t, each remembered the details of the story just a little differently, but the heart of the story is the same, Jesus was dead but is alive again, and people saw him.

Let us focus on Matthew’s account of the morning, otherwise we can confuse ourselves. The two Mary’s arrive at the tomb around dawn. The tomb may have still been in shadow. The guards approved by Pilate were there and the seal on the stone door was still intact. The women probably had in mind to ask the guards to help them roll the stone door aside so they could properly prepare the Lord’s body. Just as they arrived the earth beneath their feet began to tremble and the stones around the hillside slide, an earthquake! The women and the guards struggled to keep their footing on the shifting ground, and suddenly in their midst appeared an angel of the Lord. Matthew says “His appearance was like lightening, and his clothes were white as snow.” The guards were so frightened they fainted dead away.

The angel went to the tomb, rolled back the huge stone, and sat on it! The guards fainted, but the women didn’t. They were afraid, who wouldn’t be in the presence of such? But the angel, perched there on the stone looking for all the world like a child pleased with himself, invited them to take a look inside. “Don’t be afraid”, he said to them, “I know you are looking for Jesus who was crucified, but he is not here. If you don’t believe me just come have a look.” (Matthew doesn’t tell us if the women ventured into the tomb or not.) The angel continued, “He is not here, he has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him.”  And as if the angel has completed his assigned task he says, “Now I have told you.”

The women hurry away from the tomb. Matthew says they were still afraid but were also filled with joy, what a thing they had seen and heard! They can’t wait to get back and tell the disciples. But as they hurry on their way down the path they see ahead of them the figure of a man. He is obviously waiting for them. As they draw closer he speaks to them. “Greetings” he says, and they recognize the wonderfully familiar voice of Jesus. 


Now remember, the last time they saw Jesus his lifeless body was being roughly extracted from the nails on the cross by the Roman guards. A friend and wealthy disciple, Joseph of Arimathea, helped them wrap the broken lifeless body of Jesus in a clean linen burial cloth. They then carried the body to Joseph’s own tomb, placed it there, and watched as Joseph rolled the big stone over the entrance to seal it from predators. They would be back, but not tomorrow for tomorrow was the Sabbath and no work, even the preparation of the body of a loved one, could be done on the Sabbath. That was why they had come today, Sunday, to finish the work of embalming their Lord’s body.

“Greetings” he said. I like the way Dr. Peterson tells this story in The Message. “Good morning!” he said. They fell to their knees, embraced his feet, and worshiped him. Jesus said, “You’re holding on to me for dear life! Don’t be frightened like that. Go tell my brothers that they are to go to Galilee, and that I’ll meet them there.”

Meanwhile back at the tomb, the guards have a big problem. The tomb they were assigned to watch is empty. The stone door is pushed aside, seal broken, and the body is missing. And the story they have to tell is pretty incredible, even to them. There is nothing left for them to do but report what they saw and suffer the consequences. The guards must have been temple guards. If they had been Roman guards or Pilate’s personal troops they would have almost surely suffered terribly for dereliction of duty. As it was the chief priest and elders came up with a cover-up story and the guards ended up wealthy men. Liars, but rich liars.

When Jesus was dying on the cross the leaders taunted Him, saying, “Let Him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him.” (Matthew 27:42) But now Jesus had done something even more incredible, He had been raised from the dead. Did they believe? No, of course not. They could not believe because they would not believe. They hated Jesus. No matter what He did they would not accept Him. The leaders concocted a cover story and paid the guards to spread it. Matthew says, “this story has been widely circulated among the Jews to this very day.”
 What day? Matthew meant up to the day he was writing. But that lie, and anything else that seem even remotely plausible is repeated even today. The enemies of Jesus and the Good News still work to explain away the joy. In Luke 16:31 Jesus said, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets”, (that is, the Bible), they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” Many have come forward with attempts to “reveal the true story of Jesus” and in the process explain away the joy. 

But you and I gathered here do believe. For some wonderful reason God has granted us the wisdom and sensitivity to hear His word and believe. On this Easter morning there are many in this very neighborhood who today will consider this just another day off before Monday. They will not worship. They will not be thankful. They will not have any hope beyond this life. We, the blessed, are called out to share the joy whenever and wherever we can. Who knows, the true joy of the resurrected Christ may just shine through us and turn an unbeliever toward Home. Amen.
