
LENTEN MIDWEEK 6, MARCH 31/APRIL 1, 2020         Rev. Roger A. Erdman 

Readings: The Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ: V. Calvary; Psalm 130; Matthew 

27:50-53 

Sermon Title: Strike the Shepherd: Death 

Prayer: Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of [our] heart[s] be 

acceptable in Your sight, O LORD, [our] Rock and [our] Redeemer.  (Psalm 

19:14) 
Salutation: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ.  (Ephesians 1:2) 

Text: The Word from God through which the Holy Spirit comes to stir our 

hearts for Lent Midweek 6, reflecting on the Passion History Reading, is from 

the Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew the twenty seventh chapter: 
50And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up His spirit. 51And 

behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.  And the 

earth shook, and the rocks were split. 52The tombs also were opened. And 

many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, 53and coming 

out of the tombs after His resurrection they went into the holy city and 

appeared to many.  

Introduction: Dear friends in Christ, as we come to our sixth and final Lenten 

Midweek service, we reflect on the Passion Reading at Calvary, most specifically 

on those words you just heard from Matthew’s account of the Gospel.  It ends with 

the death of Jesus and He is laid in Joseph of Arimathea’s own new tomb. 

I. As we consider the words from Matthew’s Gospel as you just heard, at His death 

at 3:00 p.m., Jesus cries out with a loud voice, giving up His Spirit.  St. Luke records 

Jesus giving up His spirit with these words: “Father into Your hands I commit my 

spirit!” (23:46). 

At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.  To 

appreciate the significance of the rending of the temple curtain, it’s helpful for us to 

know the arrangement of the temple sanctuary. 

• The temple had two rooms, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies or the Most 

Holy Place. 

• The two rooms were separated by a heavy curtain that stretched from ceiling to 

floor. 

• It is variously described between 60 and 80 feet wide and 20 and 30 feet high. 

• It was supposedly made of 72 squares joined together, and it was as thick as the 

palm of a man’s hand.   
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With that background on the temple and the curtain, the most commonly heard 

interpretation of the rending is that the death of Christ opened up free access to God 

for all believers.  Therefore, at the rending of the curtain: 

• The Old Testament sacrificial system was declared obsolete. 

• It was no longer necessary to have one of the sons of Aaron act as mediator, 

because in the New Testament all believers, baptized into Christ (Galatians 

3:27), are members of the royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:9). 

Yet, as we consider the Gospel benefits for us and all believers, we are faced with 

the fact that wicked men who had been directly responsible for putting Jesus to death 

thought they had everything now under control.  They had gotten what they wanted: 

Jesus was dead. 

However, as a demonstration of the power of God, in addition to the rending of the 

temple curtain, there is an earthquake at the death of Jesus.  What is its significance?  

This earthquake was a powerful reminder that God was still in control. 

It is as though God were tapping them all on the shoulders and reminding them: “I 

am still here.”  And, God still is in control, tapping us on the shoulder in our day as 

we deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

There is no doubt that the sins of our land and its people are an abomination to the 

righteous and holy God, which contributed to the passion and death of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.  The sins of our land cry out for justice and retribution.  You can name those 

sins, as I can. 

As the pandemic spreads across our country, it’s time for us to learn the lessons of 

pasts generations who found themselves in similar predicaments. 

• There is the example of LORD sending the fiery serpents on the Israelites for 

their grumbling and complaining (Numbers 21:4-9). 

• There is the lesson of God calling the unbelieving Assyrians to repentance, even 

calling His wayward prophet, Jonah, to repentance (Jonah). 

• There is also the example of Daniel.  A captive in Babylon, Daniel repents for 

the sins of his people (Daniel 9:3-15). 

While the evil one is working all of this pandemic for harm, our gracious Lord turns 

the tables on the evil one, calling us to repentance by bringing us to our knees.  

Therefore, the words of Isaiah ring true for us today as well: “Trouble produces 

understanding” (Isaiah 28:19).  Why so?  That we may be compelled to repent and 

lead a better life. 
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II. As well, in this demonstration of God’s power of an earthquake, it is a source of 

comfort and reassurance for those who believed in Jesus at these events.  And, for 

that matter, these events are comfort and reassurance for us today, as we deal with 

the coronavirus epidemic. 

Since Matthew tells us that the darkness lasted for three hours, it apparently ended 

at the moment of Jesus’ death or shortly thereafter.  Can you imagine the sun 

suddenly returning to the sky at the moment as the earthquake?  Certainly, such 

events give us something on which to ponder. 

Then, in connection with the rending of the temple curtain and earthquake, the tombs 

were also opened and the resurrection of the saints that accompanied Jesus’ death.  

Though there are many questions we must leave unanswered by this event, the 

opening of the tombs and the resurrection of the saints gives way to rays of 

everlasting hope. 

First of all, in a ray of hope, it would be proper to say that the events of the opening 

of the tombs and the resurrection of the saints, point to the earthquake that shook 

Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb.  When in the early morning hours, the angel came down 

from heaven to roll the stone away from the entrance on Easter Sunday. 

Then, we naturally wonder who these resurrected saints were.  However, we simply 

are not told.  But whoever they were, the people who saw them recognized them as 

holy people – saints of God.  And that people knew they had previously been dead. 

Although Matthew does not say so, it seems likely that these saints were raised with 

glorified bodies.  That means that their resurrected bodies were now immortal, and 

that soon afterward they were taken bodily to heaven.  We’re not told, however.  But, 

one little detail that hints they were taken bodily into heaven is that Matthew says, 

“They went into the holy city” after His resurrection (v 53). 

The “holy city,” referring to Jerusalem, is an unusual way of referring to Jerusalem.  

But, if we look ahead into the book of Revelation, we find this: “I saw the holy city, 

New Jerusalem, coming down from God in heaven, dressed as a bride, ready to meet 

her husband” (Revelation 21:2 – An American Translation). 

Though Matthew is the only Gospel writer who mentions the opening of the tombs 

and the resurrection of the saints that accompany Jesus’ death.  Yet by his inspired 

words, therein lie the rays of everlasting hope.  You see for us, the resurrection of 

these saints at the moment of Jesus’ death is further testimony that at the end of time 

there will be a resurrection of all flesh. 
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St. Paul spells out just what will happen on that day of the Lord’s return: 

“When the order is given and the archangel calls and God’s trumpet sounds, 

the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, and the dead who are in Christ 

will rise first.  Then we who are still living and left behind will be caught up 

with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be 

with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:16-18 – An American Translation). 

Indeed, Christ Himself will appear, coming down: 

• This will be in reverse of what the disciples saw at Jesus’ ascension when they 

watched Him go up until a cloud hid Him from their sight. 

• Jesus’ coming will not be in the humble manner in which He was born in the 

village of Bethlehem – laid in a manger and wrapped in swaddling cloths.  Yet, 

by His birth, come down from heaven, signals the beginning of His mission to 

be or Savior on the tree of the cross. 

Conclusion: Dear friends in Christ, with this final Lenten Midweek worship 

service, we too, come to the end the reading of “The Passion of Our Lord Jesus 

Christ” with our Lord and Savior’s death.  Yet, as our Lord and Savior is laid in 

the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea with a great stone rolled to the door of the tomb, 

may we with confidence and conviction confess: 

“I believe that . . . the Holy Spirit . . . will at the Last Day raise up me and all 

the dead and give to me and all believers in Christ eternal life.  This is most 

certainly true” (Luther’s Small Catechism – Explanation to the Third Article). 

In the name of T Jesus, the Shepherd struck in death for you.  Amen. 

 

To God alone the Glory! 


