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“Do Not Be Afraid” — Apr. 16, 2017
Matt 28:1–10
After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. 2And 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. 3His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. 4For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men. 5But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. 6He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. 7Then 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.” 8So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9Suddenly Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshipped him. 10Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 

With this sermon I will try to accomplish two goals. One is to speak about Christ’s Resurrection power. The other is to say something about fear—which is mentioned at the beginning and ending of the story—and the antidotes to fear. I talk about the negative only in order to shine some gospel light upon it, and to show that Jesus offered the cure. I am not interested in anything negative for its own sake, but for the sake of shining Jesus’ light upon real and present human problems. 

The women arrive at the tomb on Easter morning, bearing spices and ointments with which to anoint the body, only to find the stone already rolled away from the mouth of the tomb. The angel sitting on the stone calmly tells the women that Jesus has risen from the dead (Matt 28:7).

The angel begins by saying, “do not be afraid,” and ends, “indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee” (Matt 28:5, 7). So it is a message of comfort, meant to strengthen the women’s faith, and to reverse their sorrow over the murder of their Lord. It works! Imagine how full of joy they are! They are excited as they head back to where the apostles are hiding near Jerusalem. It is while they are en route that Jesus meets them, and says “Greetings! . . . Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee” (28:9–10). 

The Resurrected Jesus is signaling that he will continue to lead his movement from Galilee, not from Jerusalem where he was killed, even though he also rose from the dead there. Galilee is healthier country, and going there will help the disciples to be unafraid. Galilee is where they grew up, and it is where Jesus’ movement was centered. So there was real comfort in the words “Go to Galilee; there they will see me” (28:10). It is important to remember that the early Christ movement was not connected to state power, or to a temple, or to priests; there were no priests in the early church. It was really a home-centered religion, with most of the small congregations meeting in someone’s home. If you could travel back in time, you would not see any church buildings at all. The church was the community. Having the love and familiarity of home is one of the strongest antidotes to fear.
Now fear is a very basic human instinct. I have heard a number of World War II vets say that courage is not having no fear, but being able to function while having fear. And that is one of the tests of maturity, I think, if we can keep fear from debilitating us. But what about actually overcoming fear? That is difficult. Yet, the letter to the Hebrews says Jesus came to “free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death” (Heb 2:15). One’s trust in Jesus and faith in the Resurrection can actually enable one to shut off the fear of death, during the times of testing. Faith gives one a great and powerful serenity, even in the face of violence.

The first Epistle of John also says something extraordinary: “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love” (1 John 4:18). When one realizes that God is not out to punish, then one can allow love and trust to start displacing fear. It’s wholly reasonable to fear God if you think God is a punishing father, but it’s reasonable to relax and trust God if you think God is a kind and generous father. When there are perfect love and well-founded trust, there is no room for fear! There is a passage on trust in a favorite book of mine, Letters of the Scattered Brotherhood: “All that is asked is an awareness of God’s awareness of you, of the immense love of his spirit for you. There is no must nor effort in this, for once the heart is touched by an awareness of him it is comforted, reassured, content” (pg. 156 in the hardback, 190 in paperback).
Among the things Jesus’ Resurrection teaches us is that God will raise us up, and that we are to trust God. 

The women trusted God, probably a little more than the men did. Mary and Martha, Jesus’ friends in the village of Bethany, had expressed faith in Jesus’ teachings, even his teaching of eternal life. Mary Magdalene and another Mary, who seems to be the mother of one of the apostles, trusted Jesus and trusted the evidence of their senses after the resurrected Jesus met them and spoke to them.

So how is it that Jesus could be raised from the dead? Most of the New Testament authors say that God raised him from the dead. Mark and Matthew use the passive voice, “he has been raised” (Mark 16:6; Matt 28:6), which implies that God raised him. Acts of the Apostles and the Apostle Paul say explicitly “God raised him from the dead” (Acts 13:30; Rom 10:9; see Acts 10:40; Rom 8:11; 1 Cor 6:14). But John records Jesus as saying very clearly that he had the power of resurrection in him. “Just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself” he says, “I have the power to lay down [my life], and I have power to take it up again. . . . I am the Resurrection and the life” (John 5:26; 10:18; 11:25). 

John knew. Jesus has actual resurrection power in him. He had the power to raise Lazarus from the dead, and he has the power to raise us from the dead. Jesus is truly the giver of life. He says “The Son gives life to whomever he wishes” (5:21), again in John. In some ways, John’s gospel, the last one written, gives the most complete revelation. So what happens if we join these insights from John, to our Matthew reading?

We get that Jesus knew exactly what he was doing, allowing himself to be killed, knowing that he would raise himself up again in a resurrection body, in order to appear to the first people who showed faith, namely the women disciples; after that, showing himself to the male disciples; then to others, including to 500 believers at one gathering (1 Cor 15:6). And Jesus also will raise us up after our mortal lives are through: he will transform us and “clothe” us with a “heavenly dwelling” (2 Cor 3:18; 5:2); and he will glorify us (Rom 8:30).

In a way, it is really a minor point whether it is God the Father who raised Jesus and will raise us, or whether Jesus raised himself and will raise us. Obviously, honest Christians and even apostles can have different understandings on this point. What is essential . . . are the essentials. God the Father and the Son and the Spirit have life-giving power, a power that will raise us up after our mortal lives are over. This is our faith: that we trust in this truth. But we can also get some of this power, in the form of renewal and invigoration, in our present life, although we seem to draw most upon it when we are most in need, when at wit’s end, when we know we need the help of the Higher Power. 

So, whether you are at wit’s end, or wit’s exhaustion, or wit’s napping, or wit’s humming along just fine—whatever state your wit is in, you can draw on the life-giving power of the Son. “Whoever believes,” he says, “has eternal life” (John 6:47). has it—present tense. You have it, and you will have it. You have a power that can overcome fear. You have a truth that can overcome estrangement. You have love that can melt sadness. You have it personally. And our church community can give people a flavor of this Spirit. People who visit with us will see this truth-spirit in our actions and our words. They will see our love demonstrated.

“Do not be afraid,” the angel said, “I know that you are looking for Jesus”; “Do not be afraid,” Jesus said, “go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me” (Matt 28:5, 10). So let us go ahead to Galilee, which is wherever we live, and Jesus will be there, to lead us and guide us.
Let our faith be our truth, and let God’s love for us empower our freedom from fear, as Jesus demonstrated for us.

