
Matthew 28:1-10 

 

It has been a long Lent this year.  I used to joke about whether the Bishop would allow me to give up 

church for Lent, but this year that has been too close to the bone.  In fact, it has been a long 2020 so 

far.  Even before Covid-19, we had floods, and we have lost too many of our church family already 

this year.  It is with a heavy heart that I approach Easter 2020.  It is hard to celebrate the 

resurrection when still feeling like we are under the shadow of death.  It is difficult to appreciate the 

freedom from sin that Jesus bought when we live under virtual house arrest.  It is tough to see the 

new Kingdom of God arising from the tomb when the church is scattered, displaced and its members 

lonely.  This is not Easter as we’ve come to know it. 

Yet, for the friends and followers of Jesus, it would be perhaps more familiar.  Jesus was raised on 

Easter morning whilst his disciples isolated together in secret, most likely unable to go to the 

synagogue to worship.  Jesus was raised in an atmosphere of threat where Peter had to deny Jesus 

just to get away without risk to himself and where a trip to a local public place to visit his friend’s 

tomb could land him in real trouble with the soldiers.  Jesus was raised from the dead in 

unprecedented times.    

The women who went to the tomb witnessed some amazing sights.  Sights which were terrifying as 

much as they were awesome.  An angel from God with an appearance like lightning sitting on a huge 

boulder, and a dead man returned to life.  A tour of a recently vacated tomb and a message for the 

disciples.  So much to report, so much to take in, and yet, these eye witnesses, in recounting their 

experience remembered one phrase which was repeated: ‘Do not be afraid.’  It was on the lips of the 

angel – a message from God, and it was on the lips of Jesus – the risen Son of God.   

Clearly, it was an important message rather than just a throwaway greeting.  It made it into their 

recollections of that amazing morning, when so many other things could have pushed it out.  It even 

made it in twice, when that could so easily have been fudged.  I wonder, however, whether these 

two instances may have meant something slightly different and important for us in our current 

situation. 

The first time the women heard the words, ‘Do not be afraid,’ it was the angel speaking.  The 

messenger from God clothed in white and looking like lightning was clearly something to be 

awestruck by.  The guard were terrified and stupefied.  The angel addressed the women and the first 

thing he said was ‘Do not be afraid.’  The women were within their rights to faint with fear as the 

battle-hardened Roman guards had done.  Their terror would have been justified, but the first action 

of God’s messenger was to calm their fears.  

This first ‘Do not be afraid’ was to calm mortal terror.  The angel knew who they were and what they 

have come for and had a message for them, but first they needed to be reassured.  We have the 

picture of God who not only sends his son, Jesus, to die for the whole of creation on a macro level, 

but also deals with his people as individuals, employs them as message-bearers, and cares for their 

fears.  This first ‘Do not be afraid’ gave relief that God’s representative was present and he was 

interested in their well-being, not just in using them as messengers.  It was a statement of God’s 

care for them in a terrifying time. 

For us, this Easter day, we live in fearful times.  We are fearful for our lives, or the lives of those we 

love.  We are fearful about money and jobs and therefore housing and lifestyle.  We are fearful 



about being alone, or conversely about being trapped with others 24-7.  We fear not knowing the 

future and how things are going to look next week, nevermind in six months’ time!   

God knows our fears and he cares for each of us individually.  At Easter we celebrate Jesus, risen 

from the dead, a tomb emptied of its power, and the shadow of crucifixion lit up by the light of the 

world.  From anyone else, ‘Do not be afraid’, might seem trite or hollow.  But from God - in the 

context of life out of death, of relationship out of isolation, of trust out of brokenness – ‘Do not be 

afraid’ is exactly what we need to hear. This is the first ‘Do not be afraid’ in the passage.   

The next one is on the lips of Jesus.  He greets the women; they come and hold his feet and worship 

him.  It is only after that that Jesus says ‘Do not be afraid,’ and gives them instructions to go and tell 

his friends and followers.  I wonder what the women were scared of.  Was it Jesus, who had greeted 

them, and they had worshipped already?  Did he suddenly become terrifying?  Or was it something 

else?  I confess, it’s hard to tell.  Perhaps they were worshipping and fearing at the same time, but 

the order seems a little off to me.  Jesus normally tells people up front not to be afraid. 

I wonder whether this time the ‘Do not be afraid’ was reassurance about the mission they had been 

given.  Clearly, the disciples were going to think them crackers at their story.  They were ‘only 

women’ and therefore legally unable to be witnesses to anything, nevermind a resurrection.  They 

were telling a story which everyone would think was impossible.  They could anticipate the scorn or 

even anger of Jesus’ friends in following this instruction.  Perhaps their witness to the empty tomb, 

their determination to tell the world about the amazing events of Easter morning, was daunting and 

provoked fear. 

In this case, the double ‘Do not be afraid’ could be thought of as ‘Don’t worry - I have you; and Don’t 

worry – I’ll hold you.’  For us, in our own lives this unusual Easter time, we are laden with the same 

message they had.  A world in need and in fear and isolation must hear about the love of God and 

the resurrection of Jesus.   

We have our own fears, and in them we hear God’s message – ‘Don’t worry – I have you.’  God will 

hold us, whatever happens.  There is new life in Jesus Christ, both now, and in the future.  We may 

find ourselves worrying about tomorrow, but because of Jesus, whatever ends up happening 

tomorrow, our future life with God is secure. 

But others need to know too, so they can have their own fears quelled.  We insist, like the women, 

that Jesus rose from the dead having died on our behalf.  The story might seem scandalous, but this 

is our faith.  This isn’t a mission to make people more like us.  It’s a mission to let the world know 

what God has done so they too can trust in God for their lives, their mortal fears, financial fears, 

child-care fears, and so on.  Telling the world is daunting, but Jesus says ‘Don’t worry – I’ll hold you.’ 

It is now, in our unusual Easter, with our strange and anxious times, that perhaps we need to hear 

the angel’s words to us again, but also perhaps it is now that the world most needs to hear them 

too.  These words would feel hollow if it wasn’t for Easter, but the resurrection changes everything.  

Reassuring words become real in the light of an empty tomb in the dawn of a garden in Israel.  ‘Do 

not be afraid’ becomes real as we also hear Jesus’s greeting and fall down at his feet to worship him. 

Amen. 


