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“The First Day”
Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 28:1-10 April 16, 2017

Time.  We hear the ticking of the clock.  Seconds pass 
into minutes; minutes into hours; hours into days; days into 
weeks, months into years.  Soon a whole lifetime has passed 
away.  We wonder what is the significance of a particular 
life?  What is left and what is gone forever?

The Bible is filled with the human cry of anguish in the 
face of death.  When King David learned of his rebellious son 
Absalom’s death, he cried, “Absalom, Absalom, my son, my 
son, would that I had died in place of you” (2 Samuel 18:33).  
Mary and Martha pour out to Jesus their bitterness at the 
death of their brother Lazarus, “Lord, if you had been here, 
our brother would not have died” ( John 11:21, 32).  From 
the cross, Jesus cries out in despair, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). 

The followers of Jesus have the same questions we do 
in the face of death.  Is life no more than a journey to the 
grave?  When the last hour strikes and the last breath is 
drawn, is all the goodness of a life swallowed up in death 
and gone forever?  

On the first Easter morning, Mary Magdalene and 
another Mary go to the tomb of Jesus.  Matthew doesn’t 
tell us why they go.  He does not tell us as Mark does, that 
the women go to the tomb to anoint with spices the hastily 
buried body of Jesus.  These women know that Jesus is dead.  
They were a part of the crowd that watched his crucifixion 
from a distance.  They saw him die an agonizing death.  They 
watched Joseph of Arimathea wrap Jesus in a linen shroud 
and place him in his own new tomb carved out of the rock.  
They watched him roll a great stone to cover the opening. 
Then the guards seal the tomb. 

The women come because they want to hold onto some 
memory of him.  They go to the tomb for the same reason 
we visit the graves of those we have loved and who have died.  
We are flesh and blood people who need tangible signs to 
bring us close to those we love.  The French writer, Victor 
Hugo, wrote a poem after the death of his young daughter.  
The poem describes his journey to her grave and the terrible 
knowledge that life will never be the same. 

“Tomorrow, at dawn, at the hour when the light 
touches the countryside, I will leave.  You see, I know 

that you wait for me.
I will go by the forest; I will go by the mountain. 
I cannot live away from you any longer.
I will walk with my eyes fixed on my thoughts, without 

seeing anything beyond, Without hearing any sound, 
alone, unknown, my back bent, my hands crossed, sad, 
and the day for me will be like night.  I will see neither 
the gold of the falling night, nor the distant sails near 
Harfleur.  When I arrive, I will put on your tomb a 
bouquet of green holly and heather in flower.”

A terrible thing has happened that has changed 
everything.  So it is for the women at the tomb.

Now death holds Jesus in its dark power.  There is no 
going back to happier times.  Even if they had tried with 
all their might, these women could not have stopped the 
crucifixion.  They could not have prevented his death in the 
same way that they cannot keep the sun from rising another 
day.  Their experience has taught them that not even God 
will stop the death of a holy man.  All they can do is go to 
the tomb with their “eyes fixed on [their] thoughts without 
seeing anything beyond.” He is dead and that is the end 
of it.  These are the assumptions that fill the minds of the 
women that Easter morning.

I don’t believe that their thoughts are so different from 
our own.  We think we know what is possible and what is 
impossible.  We think we know how most things turn out. 
We are cynical when it comes to politics, cautious when it 
comes to money, pragmatic when it comes to friendship, 
suspicious when it comes to anything new and skeptical 
when it comes to religion.  We may talk about giving 
sacrificially, but we have cut our understanding of “sacrifice” 
down to a pretty manageable size.  We tell our friends that 
there is nothing we wouldn’t do for them, but we hope they 
won’t ask much of us.  We think of ourselves as courageous, 
independent thinkers and bold risk takers, but we assume 
that everybody else is going to be with us before we take that 
first step.  We think of ourselves as faithful Christians, but 
we can’t picture making personal or professional decisions 
based on what Jesus said.  Jesus is great for Sunday worship 
and religious “chit-chat,” but we assume it is O.K. to leave 
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Jesus out of the office, out of our relationships and out of 
our social life.  We are afraid to bring our disappointments 
to God, because we assume that God will not do anything 
to change things.  We may believe the resurrection, but we 
assume it only has to do with life in the world to come.  

These assumptions lead us to live cautious, diminished 
and joyless lives.  We too walk with our eyes fixed on our 
thoughts without seeing anything beyond.  Sometimes our 
assumptions keep us from knowing the God who raised 
Jesus from the dead. 

Notice how Matthew begins his account of the 
resurrection: “On the first day of the week.”  On that first 
Easter morning, God challenges all the assumptions that 
the women have made.  Matthew tells us that there is a 
great earthquake.  God shatters the thin membrane that 
separates heaven and earth.  The angel sits on the rolled-
back stone as if to say that God has conquered death.  The 
angel says, “Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking 
for Jesus who was crucified.  He is not here, for he has been 
raised… He is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will 
see him.”  As they run from the tomb, they see Jesus.  He 
also tells them not to be afraid and to tell the others that 
they will see him in Galilee.  Jesus shatters the meaning 
of time; Jesus shatters the power of death to destroy the 
significance of a life.  

Suddenly they know that they have made all the wrong 
assumptions.  He is alive.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ 
confirms the truth of everything he ever said and did.  The 
resurrection challenges them to follow in his path of self-
giving love.  God’s truth will prevail.  Death may appear 
to be the end of human existence, but life is greater than 
death.  The resurrection of Jesus bursts into this grieving, 
hopeless and sinful world with the power of God’s life.  In 
the resurrection, God transforms our despair in the face of 
the passage of time  into joy.

We may even make the wrong assumptions about the 
resurrection.  We may assume that the resurrection of Jesus 
only has to do with the world to come.  Remember the 
words of the angel and the words of Jesus.  He is not dead. 
He is alive.  He has gone ahead of us to Galilee.  Galilee is 
where it all began.  They are to go back to the beginning, 
only this time they will see Jesus in all the familiar places 
and daily routines of life.  Jesus has given them a life to 
live.  He has set life before them.  Only this time, they 
will live it in his presence knowing who he is!  They will 
see him in the faces of their family and friends, in acts of 
kindness and generosity, in times of trouble and doubt, 
and in encounters with strangers and even enemies.  The 
British agnostic-turned-Christian Malcolm Muggeridge 

has said, “In the end, coming to faith remains for all a sense 
of homecoming, of picking up the threads of a lost life, of 
responding to a bell that had long been ringing, of taking a 
place at a table that had long been vacant.” 

Some have suggested that Galilee is not so much a place 
in ancient Palestine as it is the places where we live each day. 
Galilee is the breakfast table where a family is arguing, the 
conference room where a shady deal is being cut, the filthy 
house where children are neglected, the grave where the 
bodies of our loved ones lie, and the school where a teacher 
is ready to give up.  Jesus challenges all of our assumptions 
that these are hopeless situations.  He invites us to discover 
his healing presence in the family fight, the shady deal, the 
filthy house, the covered grave and the struggling school. 

Rev. Joanna Adams has written, “Sometimes I wonder if it 
would not make sense to put signs by the church entrances 
that say, ‘Welcome to Galilee.’  Why?  Because the spirit of 
Christ is here every day, as the hungry are fed and the grieving 
are comforted.  People who come into this place believing 
they are at the end of their rope more often than not are able 
to leave with their hope and confidence restored… Not only 
here, but out there in the world, because the world itself is 
Galilee. He cannot be held or contained.” (p. 40, Journal for 
Preachers, Easter 2004)

This is the first day of the week.  When we see the world 
from the perspective of the resurrection, this can be the 
first day not only of a new week, but of a new life.  Jesus is 
here among us.  He is here within us.  He has gone into the 
world before us.  Everywhere he goes, Jesus challenges our 
assumptions and sets before us resurrected life.  


