
Matthew’s Resurrection Narrative 

Famously (or notoriously!), none of the gospels gives an account of what actually 
happens at the Resurrection, of how it is that Jesus is raised.  Mark (at least in what 
most scholars now think is the original ending) provides no ‘resurrection 
appearance’ at all, while John and Luke both delay Jesus’ first appearance to 
disciples, and even then the Jesus who appears is not initially recognised. That is 
clearly vexing for some – hence, perhaps, the need for the apocryphal Gospel of 

Peter (a much later account) to provide a description of ‘what happened’ [sic.!].   

Matthew gives us what we might call chronologically the closest glimpse of the 
Resurrection.  In Matthew, the women who come to the tomb meet the risen Jesus 
almost immediately, as soon as they leave the tomb and head to bring the news to 
the other disciples.  Nevertheless, Matthew makes clear that when the earthquake 
occurs and the angel appears (Mtt 28:2), it is simply to ‘roll the stone away’, to 
reveal a tomb that is already empty: ‘how it happened’ remains a mystery, neither 
visible nor describable. 

For visual artists this lack of description is, probably, equally frustrating.  Yet it is 
Matthew’s Resurrection that is depicted in perhaps the most famous of all visual 
representations of the risen Jesus outside his tomb – that of Piero della Francesca 
from the Town Hall in Sansepolcro.  In that remarkable work, the triumphant Jesus 
is shown emerging from the tomb, one foot on the edge as he climbs out, the 
soldiers asleep or ‘like dead men’ (Mtt 28:4).   

At issue here is an aspect central to the whole of Matthew’s gospel, a gospel which, 
as a whole, Rowan Williams writes, is “an appeal to the reader to learn how to look, 
how to ‘scan’ the ambiguous world so as to read what it is truly saying.”1  The 
women look at what goes on – earthquake, angel, empty tomb – and see the action 
of God.  Convinced of this ‘good news’, they rush to tell others.  The soldiers close 
their eyes, become ‘dead’, and become involved (the narrative makes clear) in a 
conspiracy of lies, of continual, wilful blindness to the work of God.  

The artist always allows us to ‘see’ differently, encourages us to look on the familiar 
or the customary with a renewed sense of interest, concern, fascination.  In 
responding to Matthew’s account of the resurrection, artists may find themselves 
doing what the writer did all those centuries ago: appealing to us to read anew, to 
learn, like the women, how to see. 
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