
First Words 
 One of my favorite lines from the Bible Study we’ve been doing during the season 

of Lent, Who is this Man? by Pastor John Ortberg came as he was talking about God’s 

care for the sparrows. Did you know that God keeps a running tally of sparrows? That’s 

at least what we learn earlier in Matthew’s Gospel. After mentioning this, Ortberg starts 

talking about the habits of parents. He says, “What is the first thing that parents do 

when they’re holding that baby for the first time? They count their fingers and toes. And 

in years to come, parents will continue to notice if all ten fingers and toes are intact; 

even mediocre parents do this,” he goes on to say.  

 There’s another thing that parents, mediocre or otherwise, tend to do, or at least 

my parents and Auden’s parents do, and that’s to obsess about our child’s first words. I 

have been told by people that should know that my first word was, “Grandpa.” My sister 

Erin’s was “hot,” and I’ve always taken it as a source of pride that my first word was 

longer than my sisters. But proof of God’s sense of humor: my son Auden’s word was, 

“GO!” a letter shorter than my sister’s first word.  

 So, all during the season of Lent, we’ve been looking at the importance of the last 

words Jesus speaks, how he ended his life by praying for forgiveness over the people 

responsible for his death, speaking words of salvation to the thief on the cross next to 

him, establishing a new family, and finally being overwhelmed by the challenge of the 

cross. In his final moments, Jesus expressed his feeling of forsakeness, his thirst not 

only physical of but of God’s presence, and finally gave up his life saying, “It is finished; 

Father, into your hands I commit my spirit. 

After Jesus spoke his final word, he breathed his last. His body was removed 

from the cross, and with Pilate’s permission he was buried. At last this man whose 
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words had so angered and discomforted the religious leaders had been silenced. But 

hear the good news: these words from the cross were not to be Jesus’ final words. The 

powerful and joyous message of Easter is that there were “words after that.” Christ is 

risen, he is alive, and he is still speaking, still teaching, still shaping how his disciples 

were to live, especially in light of the resurrection.  

In Matthew’s Gospel, we read the first words of Jesus, the first words of new life. 

And they are words spoken to Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of James and 

Joseph. William Barclay points out in his commentary on Matthew that “it’s fitting that 

it’s these two women are the first to not only receive the news of the Risen Jesus but also 

the first to encounter him. They had been there at the cross; they were there when he 

was laid in the tomb, and now they’re receiving love’s reward: they are the first to know 

the joy of the resurrection.” They are the first two people who confirmed that it was as 

the angel said: Christ has risen. They were the first two people who were confronted and 

confounded by the fact that Jesus’ words had been true. He would die and rise to new 

life. 

It starts in such a mundane way: the two Marys decide to go to the tomb where 

they knew Jesus to be in order to take care of Jesus’ body, to anoint him with oil and 

spices. They’re responding in a normal human way; our natural inclination is to do 

something to make it easier for a bereaved family. They didn’t cook a casserole or a 

freezer meal, they went to go take care of Jesus’ body. But then suddenly we’re told 

chaos ensues: an earthquake rages as an angel rolls away the stone and then speaks 

words that couldn’t have been easy to grasp: “Do not be afraid. I know that you’re 

looking for Jesus, but he’s not here.” 
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The angel instructs the women to go to the disciples and tell them all that’s 

happened, but while they’re on the way, it happens: Jesus himself, Jesus who crucified 

and died, Jesus appears. And Jesus greets them. The NRSV that I’m reading from this 

morning says that Jesus said, “Greetings.” But the word Matthew uses to convey Jesus’ 

first word is Greek verb Χαίρετε, which would be an even more impressive first word 

than “Grandpa,” and the verb literally means rejoice. Jesus greets these two grieving 

women with words to rejoice, and they respond in worship. They worship him and take 

hold of him, as if to say, “We lost you once, and we’re going to hold onto you and make 

sure we never lose you again.”  

The fact that they take hold of his feet shows us that he’s a real person in 

resurrection life — not a ghost or a spirit. He is someone they can see, hear, touch, hold 

and connect with, like anyone else they would meet as they wander down the road. 

 Jesus is alive! He is living! He was living then and lives now. The Last Words of 

Jesus, the Seven Statements of the cross, have given way to the first words of 

Resurrection. And they’re words for us to live by, to know, and to constantly consider 

their importance. Jesus greets the women with two instructions: to rejoice and to tell. 

 There’s an implicit challenge to the words the Angel and Jesus speak to the two 

Marys. Both the Angel and Jesus commission the women to go and proclaim the 

resurrection. And the women go and do proclaim. They proclaim it to disciples huddled 

together in an upper room out of fear of their own prosecution. But that fear would 

subside and eventually all the disciples would proclaim the resurrection.  
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 It makes us ask ourselves this question: What will our first words about today be? 

Jesus’ first words of new life have been spoken. And now it’s up to us about what we’ll 

do next. What will we tell someone who asks what we did this morning?  

 It’s my hope that we’ll take hold of Jesus today, to grasp the reality of the 

resurrection and trust that Christ has the power to overcome all the horrors and 

heartaches of the world — even death itself. It’s my hope that we’ll rejoice today, to  

praise his goodness and his power and make an offering of ourselves to the work of our 

risen Lord in the world today. It’s my hope that we will tell today. That we’ll proclaim 

our own first words of resurrection to convey the message: he is not here; he is risen. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


