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“THE GREAT SURPRISE!”

Matthew 27:50-28:15


Matthew’s account of the Easter event is filled with surprises!  Speaking of death and surprises, a very important person died a few years back that went nearly unnoticed.  Larry La Prise, the man who wrote “The Hokey Pokey” died peacefully in his sleep at age 93.  The most traumatic part for his family was getting him into his coffin.  They put his left leg in . . . and then the trouble started!  Which reminds me of the story of the three friends from a church who were talking about death.  They asked each other, “When you’re in your casket, and your friends and family are mourning over you, what would you like them to say?”  Artie said, “I would like them to say I was a wonderful husband, a fine spiritual leader, and a great family man.”  Gene commented, “I’d like them to say I was a wonderful teacher and a servant of God who made a huge different in people’s lives.”  Don said, “I’d like them to say, “Look, he’s moving!”

At the moment of Jesus’ death the curtain in the temple is torn from top to bottom.  Meaning – priesthood critiqued and temple system; sacrificial ritual rendered obsolete and meaningless; access to God’s presence by Jesus’ death and resurrection!

Apparently as a result of an earthquake the earth shook and rocks were split.  Meaning – God’s judgment on Jesus’ executioners.  

In spite of a guard posted to secure Jesus’ tomb from his disciples or possible grave-robbers, Jesus’ tomb was opened and his body was gone.  Peter Marshall – “The stone was rolled away from the door of the tomb, not to permit Christ to come out, but to enable the disciples to go in.”  Surprise to the guards and to Jesus’ disciples.  No simple explanation for the empty tomb except Jesus’ resurrection.


He appeared to them as “the first fruits” of the dead!  Unexpected that one would be resurrected singly, alone, before the general resurrection at the end of history.  John 10:23ff – Jesus to Martha, “Your brother will rise again.”  Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life.”


James D.G. Dunn, one of the world’s leading NT scholars teaches today at the University of Durham in England.  He says the belief that God raised Jesus from the dead was “odd.”  There was a belief in the general resurrection of the dead at the end of history.  Daniel speaks about it and says, “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.  Those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky . . .” (12:2-3a).  
The unusual feature about the Christian claim was their belief that Jesus alone had been raised before the end.


More precisely, the first Christians believed that with Jesus’ resurrection the general resurrection had already begun, though the end of human history had not arrived.  Paul describes Jesus’ resurrection as “the first fruits” of the resurrection of ‘all’ (1 Cor. 15:20-23).  The first fruit was the beginning of the harvest.  So the description of Jesus’ resurrection as the ‘first fruit’ of the general resurrection could only have been coined by those who thought that with the resurrection of Jesus the final events of history had begun.  The same belief is almost certainly mirrored in the otherwise puzzling account here in Matthew of the dead coming out of their tombs and being seen in Jerusalem after Jesus’ resurrection.
illustrations – re: surprise video of the British Woman on “England Has Talent.”  

battle – smoke clears, etc.  Historians tell us how the news of the battle of Waterloo came to England.  There were no telegrams in those days, but everyone knew that Wellington faced Napoleon in a great battle.  A sailing ship semaphored news to the signalman on top of Winchester Cathedral in England.  He signaled to another on a hill and thus the news of the battle was relayed all across England, from hill to hill.  When the ship came in, the signalman on board semaphored the first word, “Wellington.”  The next word was “defeated.”  And then a fog came down and the ship could no longer be seen.  “Wellington defeated” was the message that went across England, and there was great gloom all over the country.  After two or three hours the fog lifted, and the signal came again:  “Wellington defeated the enemy.  Then all England rejoiced.  Due to that surprise, their sadness was turned to joy.  Due to the surprise of Jesus’ resurrection, the sadness of his followers (“Jesus defeated” was turned to joy on Easter Sunday (“Jesus defeated death.”)
