
 1 

 Eternity 
 Matthew 28:1-10 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   16 April 2017 
 

1 After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the 
other Mary went to see the tomb. 2 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. 3 
His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. 4 For fear of him the 
guards shook and became like dead men. 5 But the angel said to the women, "Do not be 
afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. 6 He is not here; for he 
has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly and tell 
his disciples, "He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to 
Galilee; there you will see him.' This is my message for you." 8 So they left the tomb 
quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them 
and said, "Greetings!" And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him. 10 
Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there 
they will see me."  (Mt. 28:1-10 NRSV) 
 

1 
 As you know there are four Gospel accounts - Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  
Each tells the unfolding story of Jesus with a similar but also differing twist.  Some people 
are very troubled by the differences - and so do some pretty bizarre mental gymnastics to 
force the accounts to be a consistent narrative.  I happen to find their differing slants on the 
Easter story are not just interesting but more compelling. 
 Take just three examples.  The first example has to do with the way each Gospel 
account treats the women who go to Jesus' tomb Easter morning at dawn.  In Mark and 
Luke a number of women go to the tomb with spices in hand to anoint Jesus body because 
it had been hastily placed there Friday as the sabbath was beginning.1   
 In John's account Nicodemus made sure Jesus' body was anointed with spices on 
Friday before it was placed in the tomb…so we are not told of Mary's purpose in going 
alone to the tomb on Easter morning. 
 In Matthew's account, we are told Mary Magdalene and the other Mary go early 
Easter morning to see the tomb.  They have no spices in hand.  There is no mention 
whatsoever about them being there to make sure Jesus' body is dealt with according to the 
burial custom of the Jews. 
 Consider a second example of the differing Easter accounts…the soldiers.  Matthew 
alone tells us there were guards placed at Jesus' grave.  Why were they there?  The chief 
priests had heard that Jesus said that after three days he would rise again.  They didn't 
believe for a second Jesus would actually be raised…but they thought Jesus' disciples 
might steal his body and tell everyone he had been raised.  So the chief priests asked 
Pontius Pilate to place guards at the tomb to make sure Jesus' disciples didn't steal the 
body. 
 And a third example of the differing Easter accounts…the timing.  According to 
Mark, Luke, and John when the women arrive at the tomb they find the stone already 
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rolled away from the opening to Jesus grave.  In Matthew's account when the women 
arrive at the tomb they are apparently standing or sitting there when the earth quakes and 
an angel appears who rolls away the stone.  In Matthew's account the women witness the 
earthquake and the angel rolling the stone away. 
 Now…what are we to make of these differences?  Do the discrepancies somehow 
discredit stories of Jesus' resurrection?  After all, the same event could not have taken 
place in several ways.  Or do each of the differing accounts add another intriguing 
dimension to the miracle of Easter?   
 I obviously favor the latter option.  I believe the differences magnify the Easter 
event.  To be sure the central event for each of the four accounts is Jesus raised from the 
dead.  But I am struck by the way Matthew account lifts up for us the witness of Mary 
Magdalene and the other Mary.   

2 
 The Matthew account deals with at least three groups of people:  the soldiers, the 
disciples, and the two Marys.  Each group is represented in an interesting way.   
 The soldiers, as I said earlier, are there by order of Pontius Pilate.  Their job is to 
make sure Jesus' body is not stolen from the tomb.  They are at the tomb when the 
earthquake hits.  They watch the angel roll away the stone and then see him take a seat on 
the stone.  With their own eyes they see the angel's appearance is like lightening and his 
clothes are as white as snow.  And how do the soldiers react to what they see?  They 
tremble so much from fear that they become like dead men. 
 The second group to consider is the disciples.  They are a part of the story by not 
being there, by their absence.  Jesus said he was going to rise after being dead for three 
days.  They either forgot what Jesus said or didn't believe him or were too worried about 
saving their own skin to show their faces.  So, they are conspicuously absent. 
 The third group to consider is the two women.  Mary Magdalene and the other 
Mary arrive at the tomb.  They don't have spices with which to anoint Jesus' body.  It 
seems that according to Matthew Jesus' body had been prepared for burial back in 
Bethany by a woman who anointed his feet with expensive ointment.  At that time Jesus 
said, "In pouring this ointment on my body she has done it to prepare me for burial."2 
 So, on Easter morning why are Mary Magdalene and the other Mary there?  Could 
it be because they want to see what's going to happen?  Jesus said he was going to be 
raised from the dead…and they want to see that happen with their own eyes.3    
 So they go before dawn Easter morning to Jesus' tomb.  Perhaps they find a bench 
or a rock to sit on.  Perhaps they simply stand there talking with one another and eyeing 
the soldiers who are eyeing them with suspicion.  The soldiers probably figure the women 
are not a risk for rolling away the big stone and stealing Jesus' body.   
 All of a sudden the earth quakes.  An angel materializes to roll away the stone.  
Then the impish angel sits down on it – transforming that stone of death into a 
resurrection pulpit.4   
 The women watch all of this…and they watch the mighty soldiers who are so 
frightened they become like dead men.   
 Then the angel says to the women, "Do not be afraid…"  At Jesus' birth and here 
again angels tell people not to be afraid.  But in this case the women don't appear to be 
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afraid…at least not in the same way the soldiers are afraid.  The soldiers are sprawled on 
the ground, scared to death, paralyzed by fear.  Any fear the two Marys have looks more 
like being energized.   
 The word, "fear," is used to describe the soldiers and the Marys but it's not the same 
thing, is it?  Fear renders the soldiers lifeless.  Fear has a very different effect upon the 
women.  I think it is fair to say their fear animates…it fills them with a quality and depth 
of life they have never known. 
 So perhaps the angel is saying, "There is no need for you to be afraid like those 
soldiers over there.  You seek Jesus who was crucified.  He is not here.  He has risen as he 
said he would.  Come see for yourselves.  Then go quickly and tell his disciples he will 
meet them in Galilee."  With that, as the story goes, the two Marys leave the place of the 
dead.  They hurry off filled with awe and great joy. 
 And bump into Jesus.  "Greetings!" he says.  In John's gospel account Mary 
Magdalene does not recognize Jesus.  She mistakes him for the gardener.5  In Matthew's 
account Mary Magdalene and the other Mary recognize Jesus immediately.  They hear his 
voice and immediately kneel at his feet and worship him. 
 We will never know what the two Marys expected to see when they came to the 
tomb that morning.  What they saw shattered their wildest expectations.  It was their great 
privilege to be the first evangelists in the New Testament.  Two women in a world where 
the witness of a woman did not count in a court of law…two women the first to proclaim 
the Gospel message - "The Lord has risen!" 

3 
 Now, what are we to make of this story?  Some people insist the differing accounts 
of Easter make the story all the more unbelievable and fanciful…which is why some 
people call it an idle fairy tale.  And we have to admit that sometimes it seems that way to 
us, too, doesn't it?  It has the ring of a fairy tale.6     
 And yet…across the years the risen Christ has been born again and again in the 
hearts and minds of men and women.  In person after person the fairy tale nature of the 
story has been challenged by the "here and now" reality of Jesus.  By a mystery, by what 
we call the power of the Holy Spirit, the story of Christ is no longer a well-loved but 
distant memory from the past.  What happened back then is happening here and now.7  
The Christ who was dead is alive.  The risen Christ breathes new life into people here and 
now. 
 When that happens, where that happens, men and women experience a new quality 
and depth of life that is hard to explain.  It is something like what the man born blind said 
when he was pressed by people who didn't believe him.  He said, "I don't know how else 
to put it. All I know is that I was blind but now I see."8  New life in Christ is of that 
magnitude.  It is as if in our own lives we experience time as BC, before Christ - and 
thereafter, that is, life after Christ came to occupy the central place in our lives.  
 We call this new life - eternal life. 

4 
 I say this well aware that we generally think of eternal life as what happens when 
life ends…as something that occurs in heaven after we have died.  Wouldn't we do better 
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to think of it as what happens when life begins?9  And isn't that the fundamental message 
of Easter?   
 Wasn't that the message the angel sitting on the rolled-away stone proclaimed to 
the two Marys and those Roman soldiers on the first Easter morning?  Because Jesus lives, 
so may we…not just some day over the rainbow but here and now.   
 The American novelist, poet, environmental activist, cultural critic, and farmer, 
Wendell Berry, urges us to "practice resurrection."10  He was not talking about how we are 
to behave in the next life.  He was suggesting the practice of resurrection is an open 
invitation to live eternity in time…to live eternally now.11 
 Jesus came so the two Marys, his disciples, his betrayers, his executioners, and you 
and I may have life, full life, abundant life, eternal life…now, today, this minute.  We miss 
the point of Easter entirely if we think eternal life is something we must wait for after we 
die.  Eternal life begins for us when we are met by Jesus, the man from Galilee.   

5 
 What did you hope to see when you came here this morning.  Did you come as 
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to the tomb…to see for yourselves if Jesus 
would do what he said he would do…rise again?  Is that what got you here this morning?   
 My hope is that what you have seen and heard has given you an opportunity to 
take stock of how far into eternal life you already are…by the amazing grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the persistent love of God, and by the restorative fellowship of God's Holy 
Spirit.  Amen.   
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