
There Was a Great Earthquake 

The earth which trembled with horror at the death of Christ, as it were leaped with joy at the 
resurrection.

—Cornelius à Lapide (1567–1637) 

Like a network reporter announcing “breaking” news, Matthew reports that on the first Easter 
morning an earthquake rocked the earth, ripped open the tomb, and scared the living daylights out 
of the Roman guards who “shook with fear and became like dead men” (Matt. 28:4, ceb). 

This is the second earthquake recorded in Matthew’s Gospel. On the previous Friday, the noonday 
sky turned black. When Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 
27:46) and took his last breath, “the earth shook, and the rocks were split” (Matt. 27:51).

I’ve never experienced an earthquake, but a friend who was in San Francisco when the quake hit 
in 1989 noted, “We take for granted that the ground we walk on will always be there; but during an 
earthquake, even the most basic of assumptions can’t be counted on.” 

Earthquakes shake our basic assumption that the terra firma will stay firm, that the earth will 
remain steady beneath our feet, that the world’s current existence is the way it will always be. 
When the tectonic plates shift beneath the earth’s surface and the ground shakes beneath our 
feet, it rattles the bedrock assumptions upon which we build our lives.   

Whether the earthquakes show up on the Richter scale or not, some shake all of us: unexpected 
shifts in our relationships, unanticipated events that rock the norms by which we live. Sometimes 
the events are global: the day the World Trade Towers fell or the markets crashed. Sometimes 
they are deeply personal: the broken marriage vow, the cancer diagnosis, the ended career, the 
death of a loved one. When the earth shakes, we cry out, “My God, why have you forsaken me?”  
That’s where Matthew leaves the women on Friday night. They feel the earth shake as they watch 
Jesus die. They see Joseph place his battered, bloody body in the tomb carved into solid rock. 
They hear the stone roll across the entrance with a heavy, funereal thud. Pilate’s guards place the 
seal of Rome on it and settle in to make sure that the body stays where it belongs. It is the end of 
Jesus’ story. Everyone can return to the world and to their lives the way they had always been. 

But then, the unexpected happens! As the new day dawns, a great earthquake occurs. An angel 
descends—the biblical sign of God’s direct intrusion into human history—rolls back the stone, sits 
down, crosses his legs, dusts off his hands, and with a confident wink asks, “You got any larger 
stones around here?” 

The earth itself leaps for joy with the good news that God has not forsaken Jesus. God shatters 
the all-too-predictable power of death with the unexpected power of new life. The same God who 
breathed life into dusty chaos on the first morning of creation breathes new life into the lifeless 
Jesus and brings forth a whole new creation. 



The Easter earthquake invites us into a new creation: a creation not ruled by what Paul calls “the 
principalities and powers” of this world but by a creation that serves as the living expression of 
God’s reign revealed in Jesus Christ that is becoming a reality on earth. In this new creation, the 
tomb does not signal the end of Jesus’ story but the beginning of the reign of his love, grace, 
justice, and peace. Paul declares the good news, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor. 5:17).  

The Easter earthquake reverses the deadly, God-forsaken assumptions upon which far too much 
of our world and far too many of our lives operate. It invites us into a God-soaked world energized 
by the life-giving presence of the risen Christ. 

The Easter earthquake 
shakes our assumptions about our own lives.

There’s a wonderfully personal element in the way Jesus meets the women and says, “Greetings!” 
One translation says, “Good morning.” It reminds me of the way Australians say, “G’day!” or the 
British say, “Cheers!”  
The earthshaking promise of Easter is that God has not forsaken any of us. The risen Christ will 
meet us along the confused, chaotic, fearful paths of our lives and speak the same words the 
women hear at the tomb, “Do not be afraid.” 
Too often we build our lives on the bedrock of fear: fear of terrorism, fear for the economy, fear of 
people who are different from us, fear of anything politicians tell us to fear in order to maintain 
power, fear of rejection, fear of sickness, fear of death. But the Resurrection shatters the power of 
fear. Because Christ is risen we no longer allow fear to dominate, control, or manipulate us. We 
don’t remain imprisoned in the tombs of our past failures or buried under the weight of present 
anxiety. In the risen Christ old things pass away and everything becomes new.   

The Easter earthquake 
shakes our assumptions about the world around us. 

The stone-moving angel says, “[Jesus] is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see 
him” (Matt. 28:7). Galilee—their old world, the place they left behind when they first followed 
Jesus. Who wants to go back there? But Christ is already on the way to Galilee, and there they will 
see him. 
The Resurrection unhinges the assumption that this world is something we leave behind. Instead, 
Easter promises that what God does in the resurrection of Jesus is God’s intention for the entire 
creation. The Resurrection contradicts the assumption that Christ resides on an ethereal cloud in a 
distant heaven. Rather, we find him on the dusty road that leads to the real stuff of our ordinary 
world. If our eyes are open to see him, we can find him everywhere!

The Easter earthquake 
shakes our assumptions about death.

Matthew leaves no doubt that Jesus was dead. The rock-hewn tomb, the large stone at the door, 
Pilate’s guards, and the seal of the Roman Empire all confirm that fact. It takes nothing less than 
the infinite power of the Almighty God to shake the earth, break open the tomb, and raise Jesus 
from the dead. 



The gospel never promises that we will escape death. In fact, it says that in spite of our attempts to 
deny it, we will all die. None of us will get out of here alive. But Charles Wesley expressed the 
soul-shaking promise in his noted Easter hymn: 

Soar we now where Christ has led, 
Following our exalted Head. 
Made like him, like him we rise, 
Ours the cross, the grave, the skies. (UMH, no. 302)

In my sermon on the Easter Sunday after the death of one of my closest friends, I shared the story 
of the way his toddler grandson would come from his bedroom early in the morning, climb up into 
his grandfather’s lap, and whisper in his ear, “New day, Papa. New day.” Because of the Easter 
earthquake, tomorrow is never just another day. It’s as if the angel at the tomb says to all of us 
every morning, “New day, children. New day!” 
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