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Fear and Joy on Easter  
 
Matthew 28:1-10  
The New Testament offers four distinct reports of the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead based on 
eye witness testimony. The four accounts harmonize 
with each other even as they represent unique 
perspectives. Like four different cameras catching the 
action from different angles, the apostolic witness 
gives the reader compelling evidence for the historical 
reliability of the resurrection of Jesus. 
 

The Tomb    
Vs. 1 

 At dawn of the first day of the week (the third day of Jesus’ death) certain women disciples of Jesus went 
to his tomb. The two women Matthew identifies are Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary” who is almost 
certainly Mary the mother of James and Joses (Matthew 27:56) who was present at the crucifixion. Mark 
and Luke report that the women were going to the tomb to anoint the body of Jesus (a Jewish tradition). 
These followers of Jesus, like the 12, had no expectation that Jesus would rise from the dead. Though 
he told them repeatedly of his coming death and resurrection they seem never to have believed him. 
They witnessed Jesus’ execution. They saw the blood flow from his body. They saw the spear thrust into 
his side. They saw him breath his last. As far as they were concerned, all hope was lost. Their Lord was 
dead. To their amazement, the women found that the tomb of Jesus was empty. The very place where 
death seemed to hold its victims has now been robbed of its power (1 Corinthians 15:55).  

 

An Angel Appears and the Earth Shakes 
Vv. 2-4 

 An angel of the Lord appeared on the scene beckoning the women to look inside the empty tomb. The 
stone which covered the entry to the tomb in which Jesus was placed was not opened so that Jesus could 
escape but so that witnesses could see inside.  

 It should not be surprising that the appearance of a fearsome angel shakes the ground. Angels are not 
the cute baby cherubs of sentimental religion. Indeed, the Roman soldiers guarding the tomb of Jesus 
fell like dead men when this heavenly messenger appeared. The description of the angel is likely linked 
to the apocalyptic descriptions of Daniel 10:6 and 7:9.  

 The earthquake at the tomb echoes a similar event during the crucifixion (Matthew 27:51). How 
appropriate that the two most important events in salvation history would be accompanied by strange and 
powerful phenomena. The rising of Christ means that though, “as in Adam, all die, so in Christ all will be 
made alive” (1 Corinthians 15:22). Earthquakes are fearsome, destructive events. But in the case of the 
earthquakes accompanying the death and resurrection of Jesus the only destruction recorded is the 
destruction of sin, death, and Satan. And the tremors of that earthquake are felt to this very day. They 
are felt each time a sinner repents and the truth of Jesus’ resurrection is received in grateful faith.  

 

Fear and Great Joy 
Vv. 4-8 

 There are two sorts of fear on display at the empty tomb. First we read that the Roman soldiers – men 
who probably did not frighten easily – were so struck by fear in the presence of the angel that they 
“became like dead men” (vs. 4). They feared for their lives. So overwhelming was the appearance of the 
holy messenger from the LORD that they quaked physically. This is a snapshot of the fear experienced 
by the unrepentant sinner in the presence of God’s holiness of which the angel was a reflection.  

 The other sort of fear present on that Sunday morning was experienced by the women who were the first 
to see the empty tomb and encounter the risen Jesus. The angel addressed the women and invited them 
to see for themselves that the tomb was empty. Then the holy messenger commissioned them to go and 
tell the remaining 11 disciples that Jesus had risen and that they themselves would see the risen Jesus 
(vs. 7). So, we are told, “they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his 
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disciples” (vs. 8). Notice how the fear they experienced was accompanied with “great joy.” Such a paring 
may seem odd to us. But the fear experienced by the followers of Jesus on that first resurrection Sunday 
morning was the awe of faithful worshippers.  

 It is likely that neither the women nor the disciples had much of an inkling of the true significance of Jesus’ 
resurrection in terms of the event’s full impact on life and death. “Only later did the full implications sink 
in. Peter, for instance, began his first letter with a hymn of praise to God for ‘the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead’ and for the ‘living hope’ of eternal life inherent in the resurrection for those who 
believe (1 Peter 1:3).”1 

 The resurrection of Jesus is an inherently joyful reality. All that dogs us in this life from sorrow and 
sickness to sin and death meet their match in the dying and rising of Jesus Christ. The Apostle Peter 
wrote, “You believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy” (1 Peter 1:8). William 
Tyndale, who was burned at the stake for translating the Scriptures into English, described the Christian 
gospel as “good, merry, glad, and joyful tidings, that make a man’s heart glad and makes him sing, dance 
and leap for joy.” 

 

The Risen Lord  
Vs. 9  

 Just as the angel said, the risen Jesus had gone before the women toward Galilee. His first word to them 

was “Greetings” (). The word, which was a standard way for people to greet one another, was 

more literally an exhortation meaning “Rejoice!” The Lord took an ordinary salutation of the day and 
resurrected its literal meaning. It is likely that those women never again heard that word without a sense 
of awe and, yes, rejoicing.  

 The final clause in verse 9 is quite significant in that it demonstrates the literal, physical reality of Jesus’ 
resurrection. They “took hold of his feet and worshipped him.” A vaguely “spiritual” or existential 
resurrection will not do for sinners who need saving. In both soul and body, we need a risen Savior. And 
that is precisely what we have in Jesus Christ.  

 The historicity of Jesus’ resurrection is well attested on numerous fronts. It is unthinkable that the gospel 
writers would write four separate accounts with women as the first witnesses unless it actually happened 
that way. In Jewish circles, women were not taken seriously as credible witnesses. But all four gospel 
accounts of Jesus’s resurrection record women as the first witnesses to the empty tomb. In those days a 
false account meaning to dupe the unsuspecting would never have made women or any other 
marginalized individuals the first witnesses. Not only that, the risen Jesus was witnessed by hundreds 
and perhaps even thousands in the weeks prior to his ascension. The Apostle Paul made reference to 
the hundreds that were still living who witnessed the risen Jesus (1 Corinthians 15:6).   

 From the very beginning, Christianity was an Easter faith. That is, it has always depended on the 
resurrection of Jesus as a verifiable fact. Christianity is, therefore, an “historically vulnerable” faith. The 
enemies of Jesus and his followers would need only to have produced the dead body of Jesus and 
Christianity would have been stopped dead in its tracks. Additionally, those frightened, faithless disciples 
would never have been able to snatch the body of Jesus away from the Roman soldiers guarding the 
tomb. Neither would they have died for something they knew was a lie. The only explanation for the empty 
tomb, the only explanation for the Roman and Jewish authorities’ inability to produce Jesus’ corpse, the 
only explanation for the hundreds of eyewitnesses, the only explanation for the radical change in the 
disciples is that Jesus truly was raised.  

 

Go and Tell  
Vs. 10 

 Just as the angel had done, the risen Lord eases their fears: “Do not be afraid…” The news is good. And 
there, the women were made the first official witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection: “…go and tell my brothers.” 

 The resurrection of Jesus commands our telling. Unsurprisingly then the command to “go and tell” is 
heard twice in this account. Likewise, the disciples will be told to go into the world and make disciples 
from among all the nations (28:16ff). It is because of the resurrection of Jesus that the word “gospel” 
(good news) truly makes sense. The news of Jesus’ death and resurrection is just that: News! The best 
of all good news! It is news that begs to be told. It is a message that commands our joyful proclamation.  

                                                           
1 Paul Beasley-Murray, The Message of the Resurrection (Downers Grove: IVP, 2000) p. 49 


