
Easter, 2017  Graves, Rocks, Risen Christ 
 
 Our lesson this morning begins, “As the first day of the week was dawning, Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb.”   While we have no precise date, 

we know this event occurred around this time of year, so dawn came reasonably 

promptly.  Sounds like these women were up a little earlier that Sunday morning than 

most of us were today,  although I’m betting many pastors and church musicians saw the 

sun rise this morning.  Some in order to prepare for services like this one, and some to 

lead sunrise services unique to Easter morning that finished hours ago. Generally, we 

require some special motivation to make a really early start.  It might be work related, or 

the need to rehearse a bell choir piece again, or it could be a powerful personal emotion 

that pulls us out of bed and into the world at dawn.  Certainly that was the case for Mary 

Magdalene and the mysterious “other Mary”, who may even have been Mary, the mother 

of Jesus, we’re not sure. But these women are strongly motivated to get up at dawn 

because of raw emotion that still burned within them.  Jesus had been crucified and 

hastily buried just two days before.  Now, that the Sabbath has ended, they take their first 

opportunity to go and see the tomb.   

 If something about this account seems a little different to you, you’re right---in 

the other Gospels, the women go with spices to prepare the body of Christ properly for 

burial, given his hasty entombment on Friday evening.  But Matthew expresses it this 

way, that the women were simply going to see the tomb.  They weren’t going to perform 

a task, they just wanted to look at the grave. Which might lead us to wonder, why get up 

early for that?  Won’t the tomb look the same later in the day?  Why this urgent need to 

stand and look at a stone blocking a tomb cave even as dawn is breaking? 



 The fact of the matter is, though, that all of us have likely felt this same 

compulsion, this need to stand and grieve at a tomb.  It could be the tomb of someone 

significant.  I remember when traveling in Germany how surprisingly moved I was when 

I stood at the tomb of Martin Luther, buried by the pulpit in the Castle Church at 

Wittenberg.  I’ve also been moved to stand by the tomb of presidents and statesmen and 

women, as you likely have been also.  A visit to Arlington Cemetery includes a moment 

at the grave of President John Kennedy, does it not?  And it’s not just the tombs of the 

famous that we visit.  My Dad still goes weekly to see my Mom’s grave at Fort Snelling 

cemetery.  Sometimes he leaves a flower.  Her name is inscribed on the niche at the 

columbarium there, and he just goes to stand there and look.  You make those personal 

visits too, as I do.  It is human and natural and a sign of respect to go and see a tomb, 

even if we are just looking at a rock.  A tomb can be a kind of sacred place where we 

honor what someone has meant to us.  

 That’s the motivation that drives these women to get up at dawn and hasten to the 

tomb.  Perhaps their early start is simply a reflection of their urgent need to grieve.  Or 

maybe they felt they might have greater solitude for their grief before others were up and 

about. That seems likely to me. But, if they anticipated peaceful time by the tomb with no 

one else around, their expectations were stood on their heads.  Their visit to the tomb was 

neither peaceful nor marked by solitude.  And why was that? 

 To begin with, there were soldiers at the tomb.  This is a detail only Matthew 

thinks to include, and there’s a reason for that.  the fact is that Matthew had a dark view 

of humanity and his Gospel reflects that. If you are presently taking a dark view of 

humanity, then you and Matthew are in sync! Matthew shows us a world in which 



humanity is forever looking to use power for manipulation and profit, even if to do so 

requires appalling degrees of corruption and violence.  Forget about Easter for a moment 

and think back with me to Christmas.  Only in Matthew’s Gospel do we learn about the 

Magi’s journey to bring gifts to the newborn Christ child.  Following a star that signifies 

the birth of a new king, they mistakenly head first to Jerusalem and King Herod once 

they come to ancient Palestine.  Where else would a new king be born but at the palace?  

Upon learning of this birth of a new king, Herod is terrified and enraged.  In his 

eagerness to make sure this new male child is killed, he orders the death of every first 

born male child of 2 years old or younger in Jewish families. Can you imagine? A form 

of genocide, the death of all of these innocent babes, just to satisfy the crazed need for 

power  for one pathetic man.  We call it the Slaughter of the Innocents.  And ironically, 

for all the misery and horror he causes, Herod fails.  An angel warns Joseph in a dream to 

take Mary and Jesus into Egypt, so Herod’s absolute brutality fails absolutely.  Humanity 

looks to dominate and destroy, but God finds a way for life instead. 

 So Matthew’s Gospel begins with a story around the birth of Christ that shows 

humanity at its worst.  Now, Matthew’s Gospel continues this dark slant on humanity at 

the time of Jesus’ death and burial.  In all four Gospels, of course, Jesus is crucified as a 

result of the Jewish and Roman authorities feeling threatened by this Messiah.  But only 

in Matthew do we have the placing of guards at the tomb.  This happens when Jewish 

leaders approach Pilate, the Roman governor, after Christ’s death and warn him that there 

could be funny business happening around that tomb.  What if, they ask, the followers of 

Jesus steal his body from the tomb and then claim that he’s alive or never really died?  

Perhaps recalling how King Herod, about 30 years ago, failed to kill Christ as a baby, 



Pilate determines that this time Jesus is going to stay dead.  Jesus already is, in words 

made famous in the Wizard of Oz, “most sincerely dead”, and this time human authority 

is determined he will stay most sincerely dead.  And so several of the Roman guard are 

placed at a tomb of all things, to make sure the dead stays dead. The grieving woman will 

not be able to find even the solace of grieving quietly in private, but will be under 

surveillance by tough and suspicious Roman guards.  It is indeed a dark world, as 

Matthew sees it, and we can only wonder if he wouldn’t find our world equally dark, with 

chemical warfare in Syria, the slaughter of Christians worshipping on Palm Sunday in 

Egypt, the dropping of bombs, the escalation of nuclear tensions.  Like us, these women 

had much to fear and grieve as they approached the tomb, hoping for that time of 

meditation.  Only to find it a surprisingly busy and noisy place, even at dawn. 

 Think for a moment about the tomb.  It would have been like a small cave, most 

likely, sealed with a rock that weighed hundreds of pounds.  In fact, in several of the 

gospels, where the women intend to enter the tomb with their burial spices, they  worry 

on their way as to how on earth they will open the tomb.  How are they going to roll 

away a stone of that kind of weight?  In the other three Gospels, we read that the stone is 

already rolled away when the women arrive there.  But only in Matthew do we read of 

the means by which this was accomplished.  In this Gospel, the women arrive at the tomb 

at dawn, and this is what happens as recorded in the second verse of our lesson: “And 

suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, 

came and rolled back the stone and sat on it.  His appearance was like lightning and his 

clothing white as snow.  For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men.”  

The angel goes on to urge the women to enter the empty tomb and sends them on their 



way with a message to go and tell the others of this resurrection.  We might wonder why, 

of all the Gospel writers, does only Matthew include this detail about the actual unsealing 

of the tomb?  Probably this: The women arrive to actually see the stone rolled away.  

Entering the tomb, they find it already empty.  Which proves what?  That no robbery or 

trickery was possible, because the tomb was empty before the stone was rolled away.  It 

couldn’t have been unsealed and then sealed again, because it was under guard. The stone 

wasn’t rolled back from the tomb to let Christ out.  He was already gone.  His resurrected 

body had different properties than his earthly body had, and he had left the tomb without 

moving the stone entrance.  So, the stone wasn’t rolled back to let Christ out, but rather 

to let the women in so that they could see and then share a witness of the empty tomb. 

 So, instead of a peaceful time of grieving in solitude, the women encounter 

intimidating and hostile Roman guards, an earthquake, the rolling away of the stone, and 

an angel.  Not at all what they expected. And given that the stone was rolled away to 

allow them to witness this evidence of resurrection, we might pause for a moment to 

ponder what stones, what rocks, stand between us and our ability to see into the empty 

tomb.  What prevents us from seeing and bearing witness to resurrection?  Does the 

darkness of our world reinforce our Nordic fatalism that anything that seems too good be 

true  can’t be true?  Are we too laden with guilt or wounds from the past to accept the 

possibility of new beginnings and new life?  Does anxiety color our perspective to the 

extent that we fear to embrace any hint of God having the final word over death?  Are we 

too self absorbed to even bother making the journey to peer into the empty tomb?  What 

stands between us and our view of the empty tomb, our witness to resurrection?  And 

how can that rock be pushed aside? 



 Maybe the answer is in Matthew’s telling: God does the heavy lifting.  An angel 

and an earthquake roll the stone away.  Maybe we don’t have to figure everything out and 

overthink it; maybe we just need to show up and see what God is doing.  Furthermore, 

the angel tells the women, “Do not be afraid”---even though battle hardened, cynical 

Roman guards have fainted dead away---“do not be afraid—he has been raised, as he 

said.  Go and tell the disciples that he is going ahead of you.”  We read that the women, 

in a state of fear and joy we can hardly imagine, run from the tomb to share this 

experience only to encounter Jesus himself.  So the angel has assured them that the risen 

Christ is not in the tomb; he has gone before them.  But the women don’t actually have to 

run out to intentionally find this Risen Christ; He finds them instead.  Maybe that is again 

a word of encouragement to us?  Where might we find the Risen Christ?  We may 

certainly make a point of looking, perhaps in places where we see forgiveness being 

practiced or new beginnings happening or acts of generosity.  But the fact is, the Risen 

Christ will find us.  We may not recognize him; many of the first witnesses of the 

resurrection did not.  But the Risen Christ goes ahead of us and is looking to encounter 

us, somewhere out on that road called life.  How that road changed for these women.  

They came to the tomb quietly, somberly, expecting to grieve death.  The left the tomb 

running, excitedly, and encountered the Risen Christ himself. We read, “Suddenly Jesus 

met them and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and 

worshiped him.”  Our text ends with his encouragement to them:  “Don’t be afraid.  Go 

and tell.”  And they did.  They went and made their proclamation, which the angel had 

first declared: “He is risen.”  Had they not done so, probably we wouldn’t be doing so 

2000 years later.  But these first witnesses overcame their fear and their doubt to declare 



that Christ is raised.  Like us, they knew how much this mattered; in fact---this changes 

everything.  In a world that both obscures and actively denies God’s presence, activity, 

and power, Easter morning and the empty tomb provide a vibrant and mysterious witness 

to demonstrate that God is, in fact, alive, well, powerful, and active in our world and our 

lives.  In a dark world where power is used for gain, and violence is the currency of 

control, this story demonstrates that God brings light and life out of even our darkness 

and violent intent.  This changes everything!    

 This morning, we are part of a huge cloud of witnesses,  including Mary 

Magdalene and “the other Mary”, a cloud that stretches back 2000 years.   This cloud of 

witnesses, including us, has celebrated, because a tomb thought to be full of death, turned 

out to be empty instead.  What was most certainly and sincerely a dead end, turned out to 

be a beginning instead.  In fact, it seems that God doesn’t do dead ends.  Maybe we 

shouldn’t be so quick to declare dead ends either, whether in regards to ourselves or 

others or to death itself.  God transforms dead ends into beginnings.  Christ is raised.  

Love wins.   Alleluia! Amen. 

  


