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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

There are so many amazing things recorded for us in these verses – the angel of the Lord coming down from heaven causing an earthquake, his rolling away the stone, then his sitting there, waiting for Mary Magdalene and the other Mary to arrive.
There was the women’s first look inside the tomb and realization that he no longer was there.

These are not the most wonderful thing that happened.  The most wonderful thing was the thing that every Christian longs for.  It was the women seeing Jesus fully alive, fully risen from the dead, and fully loving them.

I refer to verse 9:  “Suddenly Jesus met them.  ‘Greetings,’ he said.  They came unto him, clasped his feet and worshiped him.”

Isn’t this what we long for, to see Jesus walking toward us beaming joy and acceptance?  Other versions translate “Greetings!” as, “Hail!” and “Rejoice!” because this was the most enthusiastic form of welcome.  
No mere, “Hello!”, it was more like, “How great to see you!”  In fact, because the Greek term contains the root for joy or gladness, perhaps the best paraphrase is, “I am so glad to see you!”
The Bible says that for the joy set before him, Jesus endured the cross.  This is one of his joys – As the risen Lord, sharing his life with his disciples.  Reassuring, encouraging, and confirming them.  This is why he came to the women.
On other occasions Jesus appeared for some clear purpose:  To give the Great Commission, or to ascend into heaven, to call Paul to be a follower and apostle.

This occasion was different.  Everything Jesus told them the angel had already told them.  He didn’t redirect them.  They were already on their way to tell the disciples.  

No, Jesus came to them simply for the joy of doing so.  Three days earlier he had similarly prayed for his disciples, including those in the future who would believe in him, “24"Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world. 25"Righteous Father…26I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them."  (John 17)

It is hard for us to accept that God’s will is so simple, that he created us so he could love us and we love him.  
It is hard to accept that his determination to love is so pure and absolute that he would give up what was most dear to him to accomplish it.  No, more, that he would choose death for his son and the suffering of a Father for himself.  
It is hard for us to accept that after rising in glory, Jesus would delight to come to Mary, for the joy of greeting her and putting her heart at rest.  Yet I have the distinct impression of his watching the women and not being able to contain himself from appearing and speaking with them because he loved them so.  He felt moved to do what he did.
The Gospel writers tell us Mary Magdalene was the woman who had been delivered from seven demons.  With one exception her name appears first in every list of women found in the Gospels.  She was first in looking after Jesus.  She was last to stand at the cross as he died.  She stood at the tomb as he was buried. Matthew tells us it was at the dawn of the first day, at first opportunity after the Sabbath, that she returned to the tomb to anoint his body with spices. In turn, Jesus appeared first to her, and she was first to report back the news that he had risen.
The description Matthew gives us speaks of love and devotion offered, received, and then returned 10 thousand fold.  Outside the tomb that first Easter, deepest gratitude was greeted by immeasurable love.  And the result was joy, mutual joy as the world cannot imagine.

If we only see Matthew’s account of Jesus’ resurrection as a story from the past, that unfortunately we were not there for, if we read this passage and are left wishing we could have been in Mary’s place, how we have missed the point.

Matthew’s point is that everything he recorded here is true not only in that it happened, but it continues to happen.  Matthew 28 may be at the end of his Gospel, but it is the beginning of a story that continues to unfold.  Matthew shows this is so in two respects.

If you look at the NIV Bible, you will see that the editors subdivided this chapter under three headings:  The Resurrection; The Guard’s Report; The Great commission.  

This account begins with the angel’s rolling away the stone and news of Jesus’ resurrection.  But they were not the only two parties involved.

There were also the guards, and the story of what happened after they left the tomb is unfolded under “The Guards Report.”  

Then there were the women.  The story of what happened after they left the tomb is unfolded under “The Great Commission.”

Here we have the two parties and two streams of news flowing from the empty tomb.  One was full of fear, then after reaching the chief priests, was fed by antagonism, strengthened with a lie and spread afterward with a bribe.  
The other was full of joy, quite simple by comparison, then after reaching the disciples, overcame unbelief, was strengthened by the appearance of Jesus to them, and spread afterward by a commission, essentially, to go and die if need be for the truth of his rising.
Now you and I are part of this story.  You, too, are caught up in the currents that continue to flow from the empty tomb, one fearful and antagonistic, the other joyful and believing.
The one begun with a massive stone – terrible sign of that irreversible boundary we call death;  The seal – the emblem of the authority of Caesar to ensure Jesus’ body remained;  And the guards – the menacing threat of brutality – all to keep Christ in the tomb.
Here were the principalities and powers of this world determined that the Jesus’ corpse rot in the ground, and that no one could ever claim otherwise. 

Yet that immoveable barrier, that supreme authority, and that menacing force were no match for a single angel from heaven, sent by God to roll away the stone so whole world could know the tomb is empty. 

As the women were told to go and report what they had seen, the guards were bribed to spread a lie to deny the resurrection.  

It is almost laughable to suggest that somehow a party of Jesus’ disciples came to the tomb at night, rolled away the stone weighing tons, and removed the body from under the noses of soldiers who were standing guard, for whom falling asleep meant death.  

Here was the world’s first attempt to suppress the truth of the resurrection.  Since then story fed by fear and antagonism has changed little.  Attempts to deny the resurrection still are justified by vague unsubstantiated claims of an early conspiracy by Jesus’ disciples.

You hear it from every principality and power, whether secular, communist, or religious in their expression.  
In ten thousand ways, the rumor has mutated and spread:  Christianity exploits people’s superstition, gullibility or guilt.  Don’t believe it, or else!

The truth is the god of this world blinds the minds of the unbelieving.  He  exploits ignorance and stokes fears.  The elite of this world could care less that they leave people dead in their sin, without hope and without God.  They could care less about people’s souls.
The other part of this story also began with the massive stone.  It begins with the news of Jesus’ rising.  It ends with Jesus saying, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  The Greek is as curious as the English.  It is not, “I will be” with you always, as if a promise of something that Jesus was going to do.  But “I am with you always”.   What is happening here, what began at the tomb, is only going to continue.
This is so because Jesus’ exaltation is not some momentary thing, and his saving presence is not some momentary thing.

It could just as well be translated, I always am with you.  I always am as with you as I was with Mary at the tomb.  I am as with you tomorrow as I am right now.  I am as with you in two thousand years as I am today.  I will never leave you.  I will never forsake you.  I will never abandon you.  Who do you think I am?  Always I am with you.
Where Luke’s Gospel ends with Jesus’ ascension into heaven, Matthew’s ends with, “I always am with you.”  

One of the great expositors of yesteryear,  Adolph Saphir, has explained, “In coming down from heaven he (Jesus) never left the Father. In returning to heaven, he never left the church.  In living to intercede for us, you tell me, where is his heart?  
“I am with you always” is not the statement of a mortal being.  It is something only the Son of God could say.  It is not the saying of a reluctant Savior but one who is compelled by love; not the word of someone from the past, but someone totally alive now.
This is why the Gospel continues to be heard and received, and why world’s best propaganda and worst threats cannot quench it.  Because those who hear and believe are not alone.  Christ is with them to love them, to reassure, support and guide them, to strengthen them and give them joy.

Jesus is not less devoted to his people today than when he hung on the Cross.  He is not less devoted to them than he was to Mary Magdalene.  
Thoughtful Christians speak of our union with Christ through faith.  This is not an interpretation of Christian experience.  It is the reality of our life.

Christian, is Jesus dear to you?  He is not nearly so dear to you as you are to him.  Out of two friends, the greater love is always found in the one who seeks the other out to convey love.

Jesus, Risen Lord, comes to us, “I am so happy to see you!”  He died for us, rose for us, and dwells with us.  Understanding this to be the truth about our Redeemer, you can understand that it is not the fear of him that brings him most honor but the joy of fellowship with him.  
There is no power on earth that can prevail against the simple honesty and fearless testimony of believers any more than the stone, the seal and the guard could withstand the angel of the Lord.  

So, the story continues, and you are part of it.  The only question is which part.  What do you believe?  Do you live in the shadow of rumor, intimidation, and lie?  Or have you come out of the darkness into the light of the knowledge of God in Risen Savior? 

PAGE  
1

