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The Bible in Worship: Easter in Matthew

The gospels all have their own unique versions of events following the resurrection. Our Easter season explores these from Matthew’s gospel and some of the developments that followed them in the life of the early church.
Parts 3-5 are based around readings from two letters of St Paul written to Churches in Corinth and Ephesus. These letters were written to churches who were trying to understand how the ideas that Jesus had shared in the gospels would work out in practice. When reading these letters, we need to remember that they are written to specific situations and at times include answers to questions that had been sent to Paul – we do not know what these questions were! Having said that we must also recall that these things were drawing on the same source material and are part of the whole picture which makes up the New Testament.
An interesting point of note is that after Jesus has given the command to go and make disciples at the end of Matthews gospel, the word ‘disciple’ almost disappears from the New Testament. This word was, in part, replaced by ‘apostle’ but, as we see in our readings, there are many other names for roles in the Christian community which came to be used as the good news spread. When using these readings, it is worth remembering that while the events of the gospels came before the other parts of the New Testament much of the actual writing was the other way round, many of the letters came before the gospels and indeed the gospels themselves were written at different times. Some of our readings are from Letters written to the first churches. These were most likely to have been read out to the people of the churches, it can be helpful to think of how the words would be heard rather than just reading them. It is also important to note that the first churches had no buildings but were probably gatherings of perhaps 30 or so people, consisting of family groups, that met in a house.
The reading in part 3 mentions Christ dying for our sins. In several readings we have come up against the concept of sin. Sin is a very difficult word in our culture, its mis-use and mis-appropriation by many people in the past has led to many people shying away from using it. The term is very important in Christianity, it often refers to our sense of self-awareness and those things which limit us or cause us to cause sadness, loss or harm to others. While there is a moral dimension to sin it is not the only or even the most important dimension, sin is not to be equated with being naughty. Sin is more to do with those things which cause our relationships to become strained or broken, including our relationship with ourselves and especially our relationship with God. The latter might be expressed in our sense of the spiritual or our understanding of the numinous. 

	Part 1: The Resurrection Matthew 28: 1-10 (Mk 16.1-10; Lk 24.1-12; Jn 20.1-10)

	Bible Reading:  
After the Sabbath, as Sunday morning was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb. Suddenly there was a violent earthquake; an angel of the Lord came down from heaven, rolled the stone away, and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. The guards were so afraid that they trembled and became like dead men.

The angel spoke to the women. “You must not be afraid,” he said. “I know you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has been raised, just as he said. Come here and see the place where he was lying. Go quickly now, and tell his disciples, ‘He has been raised from death, and now he is going to Galilee ahead of you; there you will see him!’ Remember what I have told you.”

So they left the tomb in a hurry, afraid and yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples.

Suddenly Jesus met them and said, “Peace be with you.” They came up to him, took hold of his feet, and worshipped him. “Do not be afraid,” Jesus said to them. “Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see me.”
	Notes

 This is the well-known story of the first Easter day. There is a dramatic change of mood, Matthew is very precise about the timing of events and equally precise about who is involved – it is the women who come to the tomb and it is these women who are given the task of telling the ‘good news’ first. 

Notice some features of the story. To start with there is an earthquake which echoes the happenings earlier in the gospel (Chapter 27:51) where the earth shook. This is followed by the arrival of an angel and it is the angel whom the women meet first. It is only later that Jesus appears. The women respond by worshipping Jesus – this reminds us of the beginning of the gospel where the wise men come to worship the infant Jesus. The guards are significant, there is more about them in the extension.
In the end Jesus says that they will meet in Galilee – the place where Jesus began his ministry.


Themes:

Reverence: the response of the women when they meet Jesus is to worship him – they do not just greet him as a friend. The way that we greet and meet people says a lot about what they mean to us – we might show reverence or respect or joy. This can also depend on when we meet people, we will respond differently if we meet at a party or as members of a sports team just about to play an important match.
Friendship: friendship covers a range of relationships. We have very close friends and others who are less close. The women who first met Jesus after the resurrection were very good friends, prepared even to deal with his body after death. When we think about friends it is worth thinking ‘what would I do for my friends?’
Questions:

What do you think that an ‘appearance like lightning’ looks like? Could you draw or paint it?

Why do you think that Matthew, the gospel writer, describes the angel in the way he does?

Why did the angel roll the stone away? The story does not say that the angel let Jesus out of the tomb.
Why were they afraid? Would you be afraid in the same situation? 

Are there some things that we should always do when we meet people – no matter how well we know them?
Do you think that it is important that women were the first witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus?

	Part 1: The Resurrection

	Reflection

Have you ever been up just as the sun was rising?
What is it like to be there as the day wakes up?
Just for a moment imagine the world around you slowly coming into view as the light grows and you can see shapes and colours more clearly…

What do you see? 
Are you in a town or the country?

Do the sounds change too? 
What sounds are there?

How do these changes make you feel?
	Prayer

Lord of the New Day

Each day brings new possibilities, new things to learn and new choices to make.
Thank you for all of the days that you give us.

Guide us, we pray, to use each day in the best way that we can – for ourselves and for everyone that we know.
Amen


Laying the table
One of the more modern ways of understanding the story at this point is to see the women – and especially Mary – as the first bringers of the good news. Many women have brought important news or ideas to others, people like Marie Curie, make the table a display of things that women have discovered or done for others.
	Part 1: The Resurrection Matthew 28: 11-15

	A bit more from the Bible
While the women went on their way, some of the soldiers guarding the tomb went back to the city and told the chief priests everything that had happened. The chief priests met with the elders and made their plan; they gave a large sum of money to the soldiers and said, “You are to say that his disciples came during the night and stole his body while you were asleep. And if the Governor should hear of this, we will convince him that you are innocent, and you will have nothing to worry about.”

The guards took the money and did what they were told to do. 
	Notes
This is a part of the gospel story which is special to Matthew. In many places he makes a point of emphasising the conflict between Jesus and the religious authorities. All the way through the gospel Matthew has shown this with references to Jesus and the Pharisees. In this extract Matthew is again showing us that even after Jesus had died the Temple authorities still wanted to make difficulties for the Christians. Matthew may well have put this bit in just to show, again, that in his story Jesus consistently outwitted the religious leaders of his day.


A few more Questions:   
Why would the chief priests want to make up story about Jesus’ body being stolen?
Did their plan work?

Some things to do
Look at Judges chapter 6: 11-23 in the Old Testament – what is the place of the angel in this story?
__________________________________________

	Part 2:  Jesus Appears to the Disciples Matthew 28: 16-20 (Lk 24.36-49; Acts 1.6-8)

	Bible Reading
The eleven disciples went to the hill in Galilee where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshipped him, even though some of them doubted. Jesus drew near and said to them, “I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth. Go, then, to all peoples everywhere and make them my disciples: baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to obey everything I have commanded you. And I will be with you always, to the end of the age.”
	Notes
We move with the story to Galilee now and again Jesus is worshipped, this time by the eleven disciples. There is still doubt however, despite the resurrection. Jesus’ words are chosen to do two things – 

They reassure the disciples; Jesus speaks of his authority and tells them that he will always be with them.
The words also give the disciples a task to perform – to make more disciples. Notice that this involves the Trinity. 


Themes:
Service: The words of our reading from the end of the gospel leave us with the way in which Jesus wants his disciples to serve. This is by following what Jesus has commanded. This command is often known as ‘The Great Commission’ and is seen as the reason why Christians are keen to share the stories found in the gospels. This is not, perhaps, what we might consider to be service but when we are serving others it is important to know why and what we are serving.
Community (koinonia): This is the beginning of the Christian community. To this day baptism is the basis of belonging to the church.  Lots of societies and communities have their own ways of showing that people belong to them, sometimes these involve a ceremony of some kind, sometimes it involves a form of sign such as a badge or uniform.
Questions:

What is ‘authority’? Who has authority in your school? What is important about authority?
Why do you think that Jesus wanted to go to Galilee?

How do people know that you belong to your school? Is it just through one thing, like the uniform?

What does it mean to ‘make disciples’? 
What do you need to learn to become good disciples?

What do you think that being baptized means?

Look at the Baptism Service in Common Worship. Which parts of it are about being, or joining, the community?
	Part 2: Jesus appears to the Disciples 

	Reflection

For a moment let us think together.
What does it mean to belong?

What does it mean to us personally?

What does it mean to the group?

Why is it good to be part of a group or a club?
Gather some of the ideas together
What are the similarities between the ideas?

Are any of the ideas very different?
	Prayer

Dear God,
In our schools and in our clubs, we meet many people.
We pray that you will guide and help us to play our full part and to always be thoughtful and kind in the way that we treat people.
We ask you as well to be with everyone we know 
Amen


Laying the table

Jesus commanded the first Christians to go everywhere. Make a display of all the places that you have been to, you could gather tickets, photos, guides, maps etc. How many of these places have churches? 
	Part 2: Jesus appears to the disciples Ephesians 1:18-23

	A bit more from the Bible: 
I ask that your minds may be opened to see his light, so that you will know what is the hope to which he has called you, how rich are the wonderful blessings he promises his people, and how very great is his power at work in us who believe. This power working in us is the same as the mighty strength which he used when he raised Christ from death and seated him at his right side in the heavenly world. Christ rules there above all heavenly rulers, authorities, powers, and lords; he has a title superior to all titles of authority in this world and in the next. God put all things under Christ's feet and gave him to the church as supreme Lord over all things.  The church is Christ's body, the completion of him who himself completes all things everywhere.


	Notes:
 This is a prayer from Paul’s letter to the Christians at Ephesus. At the beginning, Paul uses the image of light, something that is found in several places in the New Testament. The prayer goes on to speak of power and strength. Paul joins together the special strength which brought Christ from the dead, the authority which Jesus has and the power which is found in the Christian community. This follows from the words at the end of the gospel and like those words builds up the confidence of the Christian community. 


A few more Questions
Do you think that the Christian community (the church) is powerful? Why?
Do you think that the church uses this power in the best way that it can?
Some things to do
Have a look at how the first Christians followed Jesus’ command to go everywhere. How far did they get in the early years? The book of Acts gives us a big list of the places that the gospel message was taken, or sent, to. Here are some of them:

· Antioch,

· Corinth,

· Rome,

· Ethiopia,

· Ephesus,

· Athens,

· Philippi.

Can you find out where they are on a map?
_________________________________________
	Part 3: The Good News 1 Corinthians 15: 1-11

	Bible Reading  
And now I want to remind you, my brothers and sisters*, of the Good News which I preached to you, which you received, and on which your faith stands firm. That is the gospel, the message that I preached to you. You are saved by the gospel if you hold firmly to it — unless it was for nothing that you believed.

I passed on to you what I received, which is of the greatest importance: that Christ died for our sins, as written in the Scriptures; that he was buried and that he was raised to life three days later, as written in the Scriptures; that he appeared to Peter and then to all twelve apostles. Then he appeared to more than 500 of his followers at once, most of whom are still alive, although some have died. Then he appeared to James, and afterwards to all the apostles.


	Notes
Part two’s reading gave the disciples a job to do and, in this letter, we find Paul writing about this task. He mentions preaching and faith and tells the story of Holy Week and Easter. These are the things that the disciples were told to do – but Paul was not one of the original disciples. (The story of how he became a follower of Jesus is in Acts chapter 9, verses 3-18)
Paul’s version of the story is not the same as the one written by Matthew. Paul mentions 500 followers and picks out James. 
The central part of what Paul is writing is to do with what he calls good news or gospel. This is why the gospels are given this name, because they contain the ‘good news’ about Jesus.
*The Greek original documents do not say ‘and sisters’.


Themes:
Forgiveness: The idea of forgiveness runs through the whole of the gospel (the good news), it is one of the most important themes in the teaching and stories of Jesus. Forgiving people who have hurt us in some way can be difficult. The gospel also mentions God’s forgiveness. This forgiveness is something that should be seen and felt throughout the church, the people who have faith and follow the good news.
Justice: just as forgiveness is part of the good news, so is justice. This is a bit different because it is a constant theme in the Bible that it is up to God to judge – this is not to say that God will be angry or make the same judgements that we do, it is to say that our job is to forgive, to show mercy and leave the final decision to God. 
 Questions:
Can you think of a reason why Paul did not mention Jesus appearing to the women after the resurrection?
What do you think are the important parts of the ‘good news’ that Paul is talking about?
Are these the same things that people need to learn to become disciples?
What does Paul mean by ‘written in the scriptures’?

	Part 3: The Good News

	Reflection

I wonder, what is the best thing that you have ever been told – or ever found out?
What did you want to do?

Did you want to tell other people or did you want to keep it to yourself? Why?

For a moment share some of these things with each other
	Prayer

Lord of faith,
Thank you for the stories of Jesus that are the good news we read in the Gospels.

Help us to share the good things that we know
Amen 


Laying the table
Paul picked out some important bits of the gospel story (especially the part after the resurrection) to share with the people who heard his letter. Write some letters of your own which tell the story of the first Easter, pick out the bits that are important to you – use these to make a display for the table.
	 Part 3: The Good News Romans 1: 8, 14-16

	A bit more from the Bible:  
I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because the whole world is hearing about your faith… 

I have an obligation to all peoples, to the civilized and to the savage, to the educated and to the ignorant. So then, I am eager to preach the Good News to you also who live in Rome.

I have complete confidence in the gospel; it is God's power to save all who believe, first the Jews and also the Gentiles. For the gospel reveals how God puts people right with himself: it is through faith from beginning to end. 
	Notes
In this part of Paul’s letter, he mentions faith several times, echoing the importance that Jesus placed on faith in his meetings with people see for example Matthew 8:10, 9:2, 9:22, 15:28
Paul also mentions the task that Jesus had set the disciples and writes about how he has an obligation. 
Paul goes on to say how much the good news means and how the message is for everyone (‘Jews’ and ‘Gentiles’).


A few more Questions:
Why does Paul think that God needs to put people right with himself?
What do you think that Paul means by ‘save all who believe’? 
Some things to do
Compare Paul’s version of the Easter story (what happened after Jesus’ resurrection) with Matthew’s, Chapter 28. What is the same, what is different? 
Why do you think that there are differences between the stories?
_____________________________________________
	Part 4:  Gifts and Values 1 Corinthians 12: 5-11

	Bible Reading
There are different ways of serving, but the same Lord is served. There are different abilities to perform service, but the same God gives ability to all for their particular service. The Spirit's presence is shown in some way in each person for the good of all. The Spirit gives one person a message full of wisdom, while to another person the same Spirit gives a message full of knowledge. One and the same Spirit gives faith to one person, while to another person he gives the power to heal. The Spirit gives one person the power to work miracles; to another, the gift of speaking God's message; and to yet another, the ability to tell the difference between gifts that come from the Spirit and those that do not. To one person he gives the ability to speak in strange tongues, and to another he gives the ability to explain what is said. But it is one and the same Spirit who does all this; as he wishes, he gives a different gift to each person.


	Notes

We saw how Paul talked about the task that the disciples had been given to do. In this part of the letter Paul writes very clearly about the way in which the church community can fulfil the task that Jesus gave to the disciples in the ‘great commission’. He lists various ‘Gifts of the Spirit’ which lead to service. Paul refers here many times to the Spirit – this is the Holy Spirit who came to the disciples at Pentecost (look at Acts chapter 2).
Look carefully at the different gifts that the Spirit gives; many of them reflect the things that Jesus does in the gospels. Notice though that here the gifts come from the Holy Spirit – however remember that, in the gospel story Jesus too is accompanied by the Holy Spirit. Look back at Jesus’ baptism in Matthew 3: 16-17


Themes:
Service: Paul writes here about service. In this letter he gives some idea about the ways in which the people in the first churches ‘served’ each other in their communities.  These different gifts are still found in different churches, or different denominations of Christianity today.
Compassion: In this list of ways of serving, Paul still has a place for healing. It is important that the gifts shared in the community keep the quality of being compassionate and, as Paul himself says, ‘good for all’. When we think about our values it is too easy to think of ones that will be of benefit to us, how often do we wonder if they would be good for everyone? 
Questions:

Which of the gifts of the Spirit is not something that Jesus did in the Gospel story?
Are all of the gifts equally useful? Which do you think are the most and least useful gifts that are included in this list?
What are the gifts that are most useful in the school community? Are they the same ones that Paul mentions that are useful in Church?
Why do you think that Paul is telling the people of the church about different kinds of abilities?
	Part 4: Gifts and Values

	Reflection

For a moment let us imagine…
Think of the world in which we live,

Think of all of the wonderful things that are in the world,

Think of all the lovely people that you have met,

Think of …*
Now think again of the world in which we live,

Think of all the things which are not wonderful,

Think of the people who do not find life lovely.

Imagine that in front of you are many, many boxes. Each contains one gift which can help people in the world.

What sorts of things might be in the boxes?

You are allowed to take one gift – which one would you choose?

* You can extend this list according to context
	Prayer

Lord of all,
You have given us a wonderful world and lovely people to meet.
Help everyone who works for the good of others to use their gifts and their learning wisely. 

And we pray that you will give us the wisdom to make good choices when using the gifts and abilities that we have been given for the good of everyone. 

Amen


Laying the table
Create a visual partner to the reflection above. A collection of wrapped boxes which can be opened to reveal the ‘gift’ inside. If you have time, children could be encouraged to find ways of illustrating the gifts – do not be afraid to add as many gifts as you like.

	Part 4: Gifts and Values Romans 12: 4-8

	A bit more from the Bible 
We have many parts in the one body, and all these parts have different functions. In the same way, though we are many, we are one body in union with Christ, and we are all joined to each other as different parts of one body. So we are to use our different gifts in accordance with the grace that God has given us. If our gift is to speak God's message, we should do it according to the faith that we have; if it is to serve, we should serve; if it is to teach, we should teach; if it is to encourage others, we should do so. Whoever shares with others should do it generously; whoever has authority should work hard; whoever shows kindness to others should do it cheerfully
	Notes
This is part of a letter that Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome. Here he uses a picture of the Christian community, the church, as being a body made up of many parts. Again, Paul writes of gifts but these are not the same gifts that are in the letter to the Corinthians. 
Notice however that the same themes are found here. The gifts are for everyone – because everyone is part of the body (the church) of Christ. The gifts are linked to faith and there is compassion, the gifts are to be used generously and kindly.


A few more Questions
This list of gifts is different from the first reading – which list do you think is the most useful?
Why?

Do you think that Paul meant for these gifts to be used only with other people who believe the same things? (People who are part of the church?
Some things to do
The Readings from part 3 and part 4 are from a letter to the Christians in the City of Corinth. See what you can find out about Corinth in the first century when it was a Roman city. What is it like now?
_______________________________________________
	Part 5: He went up Ephesians 4: 1-4, 7-12

	Bible Reading
I urge you, then … live a life that measures up to the standard God set when he called you. Be always humble, gentle, and patient. Show your love by being tolerant with one another. Do your best to preserve the unity which the Spirit gives by means of the peace that binds you together…
Each one of us has received a special gift in proportion to what Christ has given. As the scripture says:

“When he went up to the very heights,

he took many captives with him;

he gave gifts to people.”

Now, what does “he went up” mean? It means that first he came down to the lowest depths of the earth. So the one who came down is the same one who went up, above and beyond the heavens, to fill the whole universe with his presence. It was he who “gave gifts”; he appointed some to be apostles, others to be prophets, others to be evangelists, others to be pastors and teachers. He did this to prepare all God's people for the work of Christian service, in order to build up the body of Christ.
	Notes

In this letter to the Christians in Ephesus Paul again writes about the Spirit just like he did with the Christians in Corinth. He discusses the ways in which we should behave toward each other - being humble, gentle and tolerant. A very important part of this is peace, notice that this peace ‘binds’ the Christians together as one body. Jesus introduces this idea when he meets the disciples and says ‘Peace be with you’ in Matthew 28: 9 (see Part 1, above). The idea of the body is very important, it is not as individuals that Christians work but as a community, a body.
At the end of the Easter season comes Ascension Day on which Christ ‘went up’ into heaven, leaving the disciples to wait for the Holy Spirit to come. Here Paul mentions this ‘going up’ not only to heaven but beyond, he emphasises it by quoting from Psalm 68:18. Paul is using the word Christ here to refer to Jesus as the Messiah the expected ‘anointed one’ who Matthew mentions throughout his gospel – especially at the beginning.  


Themes:
Friendship: it is very difficult to work together if we are not friendly towards each other. But we do not have to be actual friends in order to make a good team or even a strong community. When we are friends there is something between us that is not the same as sharing a goal or part of a task. There is something that would be there even if the goal was achieved or the task was completed.
Peace: in our reading, Paul writes of peace as being the thing that binds us together. This idea of peace is like shalom which is the Old Testament (Hebrew) word for peace, a word which also means wholeness and completeness alongside calmness and security. 
Koinonia: the community of Christians had a clear focus which is emphasised by the use of the word Koinonia. In the reading, Paul gives us a clue that this has much to do with peace and all the things that this means. This is not just a group of people who live in peace but a fellowship of people of faith whose goal is to bring peace wherever they go. 
Questions:
How would you describe the special thing that exists between friends?
What are the things that keep your school community together?
What do you think ‘beyond the heavens’ means? Is Paul really talking about floating about it the stars?

Do you think that people can ever measure up to God’s standard? 

What are the practical things that we can do to bring peace in the world?

	Part 5: He went up 

	Reflection

Make this part’s reflection a way of thinking about peace ... here are some suggestions –

Sit quietly and listen to music, a whole short piece such as Debussy’s Clair de la Lune.

Look at a picture of a ‘peaceful scene’ – perhaps a landscape or still life

Children could create a PowerPoint of peaceful images which can then be shared 
Listen to natural sounds – either a sequence of different ones or a single sound 
Colour mandalas – choose them carefully this could be quite a long activity otherwise!
	Prayer

Lord of Peace,
Your peace is a great gift that we can all give to each other.
Help us to see where peace is needed and to find ways of bringing that peace whenever we can.

We also pray for everyone who works for peace in the world and ask that they will succeed in their difficult task. 
Amen


Laying the table
Use the focus table to support the reflection above. Include peaceful images – or sources of sound such as a water feature, you could even include mandala patterns.
Take care with the ‘dove of peace’ – this is strictly not a Christian symbol, though this does not stop it being used. However, the idea is to evoke peace, do any dove images do this? This might be a good subject for a discussion or debate.
	Part 5: He went up Romans 14: 17-19

	A bit more from the Bible 
God's Kingdom is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of the righteousness, peace, and joy which the Holy Spirit gives. And when people serve Christ in this way, they please God and are approved by others.

So then, we must always aim at those things that bring peace and that help to strengthen one another.


	Notes
These words, form Paul’s letter to the Christians in Rome sum up some of the themes of this season. We find the Holy Spirit, giving, service and peace all drawn together in order to ‘strengthen on another’ – to make the community stronger, better.
These themes are all taken back to something from the Gospel again – God’s Kingdom something that we saw in the Beatitudes


A few more Questions
Look back at the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-9 (10&11)). How do the things we have been learning about the church match?
Some things to do
Look back at Matthew’s Gospel and see what Jesus says about the kingdom there. These are just some of the places where the kingdom is mentioned…
Matthew 4:23, 5:3, 5:10, 6:10, 6:33, 8:11, 8:12, 9:35, 13:31, 13:33, 13:44, 13:45, 13:47, 18:3-4, 19:14, 19:23-24, 20:1, 23:13, 25:31-46

Good Luck!
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