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Easter 2011 

Christ is risen! 

““Do not be afraid! I know that you are seeking Jesus the crucified.”  These are the 

words that the gospel writer Matthew tells us the angel spoke to the women who had 

come to the tomb early on Sunday morning.  Mark and Luke in their gospels tell us that 

the women had come to the grave bringing spices in order to finish the burial process 

that had hurriedly taken place before the start of the Sabbath on Friday evening.  

Providing for a burial was an obligation of friends and family in the ancient 

Mediterranean world.  Jesus’ friends and mother had done their best, but had been 

unable to get it all done.  So the women came to finish wrapping the body properly- the 

last act of friendship they could show to Jesus.  Matthew simply says in his gospel that 

they came at dawn to look at the grave.  Perhaps they arrived early in the morning 

simply because they wanted to be there, to mourn close to the body of Jesus, to pour 

out their sorrow and pain in peace and quiet before anyone else might wander nearby.   

Everything had happened so quickly over the past few days.  After the triumphal entry 

into Jerusalem just a week before, then the Passover on Thursday, the arrest, the trials, 

and finally the awful Roman torture and crucifixion on Friday.  And now He was dead.  

All that was left was grief and the last customary ways of showing honor to the body. 

Things, undoubtedly seemed so unreal to Jesus’ friends and disciples. They hadn’t time 

yet to take it all in and process what had happened. And so when the women came to 

the tomb to finish the anointing they were probably functioning on auto-pilot.  Doing 
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something. . . anything. . . just to get through the next few days.  Anyone who has gone 

through a funeral  of a loved one knows very well what this is like. 

If peace and quiet are what the women were looking for, that was the last thing they got. 

Matthew, the most Jewish of all the gospel writers, includes details in his story that the 

other gospels don’t- an earthquake, an angel, the stone in front of the tomb being 

broken open, guards frightened nearly to death. Some people say that Matthew added 

these details to make his story seem even more spectacular than it was.  Well, you 

might as well say that the other gospel writers left these details out because when 

you’re telling a story like this, you don’t want people to laugh at the details and dismiss 

the story.  For Matthew, accustomed as he was to a long Jewish tradition of the kind of 

things that can happen at great moments when God acts in history, these details were 

undoubtedly absolutely normal. 

But the point of the whole thing was exactly that- God was now acting.  God was doing 

something that no one had expected.  The God who had remained silent on Good 

Friday when Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” was 

now having the last word.  And this was not just an extremely odd and extraordinary 

miracle He was doing.  It was God starting something brand new, beginning the new 

world, the new Kingdom, the new Age that He had promised. 

And here we have to get this straight.  When Matthew and the other gospel writers tell 

us that Jesus was resurrected from the dead, this was not just a fancy way of way of 

saying that He had gone to heaven, or that He had fainted on the cross and was now 

resuscitated, or that His spirit had gone to be with God, or that the disciples had had 
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some kind of new spiritual, existential experience of Jesus, or that they now somehow 

were entering in a new personal, intimate relationship with the living Lord.  They didn’t 

mean any of this.  When they wrote about Jesus being “resurrected”, they meant that 

Jesus of Nazareth, whom they had hoped would be the One to redeem Israel but who 

had died a real  and awful death on a cross under the Roman military- and Romans 

were very good at knowing how to kill people- this Jesus was now no longer dead.  He 

was no longer in the grave.  The tomb was empty. 

Occasionally some people have suggested that the women and the early disciples said 

that Jesus was “risen from the dead” as a result of a kind of cognitive dissonance they 

were experiencing.  This means that the disciples were supposedly suffering from a 

psychological phenomenon in which people who believe something strongly go on 

saying it all the more determinedly even though faced with contrary evidence.  Failing to 

take the negative signs on board, they go deeper and deeper into denial and shout 

louder and louder trying to persuade themselves and others that what they’re saying is 

true.  In other words, the disciples so very, very much wanted Jesus not to be dead that 

they went into a psychological state of denial and insisted that He was indeed now alive.    

One huge problem with this suggestion is the simple fact that no one, however, was 

expecting Jesus to be resurrected.  Even in the gospels when Jesus had cryptically 

referred to His being raised, His disciples had no clue as to what this meant, except that 

God would raise Him, along with all other righteous Jews on the Last Day.  No one was 

anticipating that the Messiah would rise from the dead within history.   A crucified, dead  

Messiah was a failed Messiah.  When Simeon ben Kosiba, who claimed to be a 

Messiah, was killed by the Romans in 135 AD, nobody went around afterward saying 
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that he was really the Messiah after all.  Faced with the defeat of their leaders, 

messianic movements either were rounded up by the authorities, or melted away into 

the undergrowth, or they would latch onto a new leader, often within the same family.  

So when the women came to the tomb on that first Easter and heard the message, “I 

know you seek Jesus the crucified”, that is exactly who they were seeking- a Jesus 

deader than a doornail! 

When the women and other disciples met again the One whom they knew had been 

crucified and was dead, He did not appear to them as a battered, bleeding survivor and 

He did not appear to them as a ghost (the stories are very clear about that), but  He 

appeared to them as a living, bodily human being.  But the body was different.  The 

gospel stories are, at this point, unlike anything before or since.  The gospel writers 

were trying to explain something for which they did not have clear words.  Jesus’ risen 

body had many of the same properties as an ordinary body (it could talk, eat and drink, 

be touched), but it had others as well (it could appear and disappear, and pass through 

locked doors).   

Nothing in Jewish literature or the religious imagination had prepared people for 

something like this.  Nobody, including devout, pious Jews, were anticipating that what 

they believed would happen at the end of the story,  at the end of the age- the 

resurrection of the dead- could somehow take place in the middle of the story, now in 

history. But this is precisely what took place on that first Easter- the future had now 

happened- this was something that not only changed the hearts and minds of those first 

disciples, but also torn a hole right through the middle of space and time. 
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It is important to understand that none of the resurrection stories in the gospels or in the 

book of Acts speak of Jesus’ resurrection as proving that some kind of afterlife exists.  

They never say, “Now that Jesus is risen from the dead, you can go to heaven.” That’s 

not what Jesus’ resurrection is about. The sacred scriptures all say instead: “If Jesus 

has been raised from the dead, this means that God’s new world, God’s Kingdom, the 

New Age has arrived, and we then have a job to do- the world must hear what the God 

of Israel, the Creator God, has done through His Messiah.   

When Jesus rose from the tomb, the man crucified on Good Friday was vindicated as  

being God’s true and real Messiah.  God’s new Age has began.  As the Eastern 

Orthodox churches, in particular, have always emphasized, when Jesus rose again, 

God’s whole new creation emerged from the tomb, introducing a world full of new 

potential and possibility.  When Jesus emerged from the tomb, justice, and spirituality, 

and new relationships, and beauty rose with Him.  Something has happened in and 

through Jesus as a result of which the world is a different place, a place where heaven 

and earth have been joined forever.   

God’s future has arrived in the present.  And the only question now for us is whether or 

not we want to be a part of it.  The real test of whether Christian faith and what we’re 

doing here tonight/this morning are real and authentic for us, and not simply a religious 

game, is what we will be doing with all of this tomorrow, and on Tuesday, and for the 

rest of the week, and then where we will be next Sunday! 

Sources: Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone. Part Two (2004); BJ Malina, RL 
Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (2003) 

 


