Easter Sunday, 24th April 2011. Canongate Kirk.
St Matthew 28:15
They…did as they were told. 
"If you're going to faint, faint forwards". Just one of the less welcome orders issued to the Guardsmen  preparing to line the route of the forthcoming Royal Wedding. "If you're going to faint, faint forwards". "You have to faint to attention", explains their Company Commander, adding rather unnecessarily "It will probably involve a broken nose and a whole lot of broken teeth". Let's for a moment compare those current orders with the sort of orders that would have been issued to the soldiers once tasked with guarding the tomb of Jesus. In the passage immediately preceding the final chapter that we heard this morning, St Matthew tells us that the chief priests and the Pharisees had been so convinced that the disciples would come in the night and steal the body of Jesus from the tomb  that they made representation to Pilate and asked him to issue orders that the grave be made secure. "You may have a guard" said Pilate; "go and make the grave as secure as you can. So they went", St Matthew reports, "and made it secure by sealing the stone and setting a guard". They…did as they were told. The prospect of fainting was probably not as likely as falling asleep. These Roman Guardsmen would already have been on duty for days in the city, which had been busy enough with the Passover as it was, even without the extra commotion caused by the trial and crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. And the crowds had been so volatile, one minute shouting "Hosanna" and the next "Crucify", that the soldiers monitoring them on behalf of the Governor had not dared relax for a moment.  Until now that is, when Jesus was finally laid to rest. But Pilate had other plans for them and set them to guard the tomb through the long watch of the second night. And whether they fainted with exhaustion or whether they just nodded off we are not told. But they were certainly still there when the stone was rolled away and the empty tomb revealed, and though they did fall to the ground it was not from fainting or from falling asleep but from fear. "At the sight of him the guards shook with fear and fell to the ground" we are told was their response to the earthquake and the angel. And in due course the chief priests responded out of fear when they "offered the soldiers a substantial bribe and told them to say "His disciples came during the night and stole the body while we were asleep". But they knew that the soldiers had in fact obeyed their orders and were not at fault. "If this should reach the Governor's ears", they added unusually thoughtfully, "we will put matters right with him and make sure you do not suffer" So they took the money and they …did as they were told, St Matthew tells us. In fact they did as they were told all along. 
Meanwhile the eleven disciples left them all behind and made their way to Galilee, doing as they themselves had been told by Jesus, and meeting him on the mountain. And that we're here today to celebrate Easter is proof that They …did as they were told. For Jesus told them "Go therefore to all nations and make them my disciples…and teach them to observe all that I have commanded you. I will be with you always, to the end of time". And they did as they were told. 
Faint not, nor fear; his arm is near;

he does not change, and you are dear;

only believe, and Christ shall be

your all in all eternally.

And now may God bless to us this reflection on his most holy word and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit be all praise and glory this Easter Day and forevermore.                        Amen. 
