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  The teachers and children at Okawa Elementary School fell to their knees and 
shielded themselves from everything that was falling. None of the 108 children at the 
school had experienced an earth tremor of magnitude 9 before but, as all Japanese pupils 
are trained to do, they responded in accordance with the emergency plan and quickly 
assembled in the playground. By this time, the massive wave was roaring into the bay at 
the mouth of the Kitakami River and beginning its sweep inland.
  A heated disagreement reportedly delayed their next steps, with a senior teacher 
insisting that they should make for higher ground close to the bridge over the river, while 
another teacher argued the children should climb the wooded hill that rises steeply behind 
the school. The delay proved fatal. With the tsunami ripping through the 110 homes that 
lay between the school and the coast and broaching the dyke, the children belatedly made 
for the bridge but were engulfed. Seventy pupils were killed and, one year later, another
four are still missing. Ten teachers were among the dead and another has still not been 
found.
  Try as we might, people have not yet come up with a way to warn of an 
impending earthquake. No one knew on March 11, 2011 that a major earthquake would 
strike off the coast of Japan, that it would devastate much of the country, or that it would 
send massive waves of ocean water hurtling toward the coast. Whether people were ready 
for it or not, it happened. The earth shook.
  Scientists tell us that earthquakes occur when energy is released in the earth’s 
crust. Massive plates of rock make up the earth’s crust, and they move slowly and usually 
imperceptibly to us. At times, however, pressure builds up near the edges of these plates 
as they push into each other or rub one against another. Sometimes the pressure releases 
in a way that only sensitive equipment even notices. At other times, the shaking and 
trembling is felt for miles around. Knowing what we do about earthquakes, we would 
hardly consider such an event a miracle.
  An earthquake in the Holy Land is certainly not unheard of. The nation of Israel 
sits along a major fault line which follows the approximate path of the Jordan River from 
the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea, though it extends further in both directions. So, once 
again, no one would call an earthquake in this region a miracle.
  But in the context in which St. Matthew records a particular earthquake, we will 
indeed call it a miraculous earthquake. In our text today, it is recorded in just three 
English words, “The earth shook.” Surrounding these three words, however, are the 
descriptions of the other miracles which accompanied Jesus’ death on the cross. Like the 
tearing of the Temple curtain from top to bottom, this earthquake coincided with the 
death of Christ at the end of three hours of miraculous darkness. There can be no 
doubtthat this shaking of the earth was a miraculous occurrence that highlighted and 
directed attention to that very special death.
  As with these other miracles, the earthquake was more than just an attention 
getter. The fact that God chose to emphasize Christ’s death with an earthquake invites us 
to consider what we might learn from such an earthquake. This was certainly not the first 
earthquake recorded in Scripture. Throughout the Bible earthquakes are mentioned 
prominently. When God gave the Ten Commandments to Moses and the Israelites, he 
allowed them a glimpse of his glory on Mt. Sinai. The Mountain was covered in smoke 
and “trembled violently” (Exodus 19:18). In the presence of God and his awesome 
power, the earth trembled and shook. The people who witnessed it could not help but 
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marvel at God’s overwhelming majesty. And with that display, God introduced his 
expectations—his commandments—for the nation of Israel. Who could avoidthe 
conclusion that God was serious about his demands and that he expected obedience?   
Thus, an earthquake in Scripture is used to signify a graphic display of divine judgment. 
In particular, earthquakes signify God's wrath toward sin.
  God’s judgment against sin would be seen years later in another earthquake. His 
prophet Amos predicted the earthquake 2 years before it happened. In the book of his 
prophecy, we read, “The Lord has sworn by the Pride of Jacob: “I will never forget 
anything they have done. Will not the land tremble for this, and all who live in it 
mourn?” (Amos 8:7-8). God’s judgment against Israel would involve more than just a 
devastating earthquake, but the earthquake vividly illustrated for the people that God was 
in control and that he was serious about his judgment.
     Even the ground beneath our feet, which we expect to be solid and unshakeable, 
even that ground which provides a foundation for towering skyscrapers, trembles in the 
presence of God exacting justice against the sin of his people. Apart from sin, there 
would be no reason for the earth to shift and tremble. Before the Fall, God walked about 
the Garden of Eden with no mention of an earthquake. We might wonder if even the rifts 
and cracks that now characterize the earth’s crust came about because of the change 
anddestruction that sin brought into the created world.
  In this way, the devastation we have witnessed in Japan, or any other earthquake, 
ought to remind us of our sinfulness. The God who created the world and who shook the 
Mountain as he shared his holy will with people is still serious about his demands. He 
still reacts powerfully in judgment over sin. As our Scripture lesson put it, “Our God is a 
consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:29). And we can do nothing but tremble in awe of his 
majesty. We are forced to admit our rejection of his will and our failure to obey his
decrees.
  But the very special earthquake to which we turn our attention today shows us 
God’s answer to our problem and his solution for our greatest need. God’s judgment 
against sin no longer hangs over our heads. God’s judgment was unleashed against his 
own Son on Calvary’s cross. And in that profound and powerful moment when Jesus 
died, the earthquake proclaimed God’s judgment against sin complete. Like the other 
miracles accompanying Christ’s death, the earthquake powerfully proclaims that we are 
forgiven.
  As forgiven children of God, we have an eternity of blessing ahead of us, the 
gracious gift of God. The earthquake also serves as a powerful reminder to us of what is 
still to come. In Hebrews, chapter 12, God proclaims that he will keep his promise to 
shake not only the earth, but also the heavens. All of the world in which we live is 
shakable. It will continue to tremble on occasion as a reminder of its frailty, and on the 
last day it will have one last major shake, that will give way to a kingdom that is 
unshakable.
  Jesus spoke to his disciples about the End of the World and warned them that 
earthquakes would be one of the signs that the end was approaching. Along with wars 
and famines and false teaching, earthquakes would continually alert faithful Christians 
that the end of our world is approaching. Earthquakes remind us of the temporary nature 
of this world.  Of course, this is nothing to worry about for those of us who know of 
Jesus’ death for us. It is, however, reason to be concerned about reaching out with that 
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good news. There are many throughout our world and right within our own neighborhood 
who do not know Jesus as their Savior. They sit in darkness. Earthquakes mean nothing 
to them except for the frightening damage and destruction, pain and anguish they can 
cause. They do not realize that earthquakes are showing the temporary nature of this 
world, and that Judgment day is coming soon. They do not understand that earthquakes 
are displaying God’s wrath against sin.  Likewise, Christ’s cross means nothing to those 
who have not been told of its wonderful significance for their lives. You and I have 
opportunity to tell them.

Earthquakes may come all too frequently. We may see their devastation on the 
television news. We might even find ourselves in the middle of one someday. We tend to 
think of earthquakes as anything but miraculous. But this earthquake was different.  It 
clearly signified the wrath of God. At the cross, the wrath of God against sin was poured 
out on God's own Son. The accompanying earthquake, coming at the culminating 
moment of Christ's atoning work, was a kind of divine punctuation mark, perhaps 
signifying God's anger at the fact that sin had cost His Son so much.
  Heavenly Father, You used an earthquake to mark the death of your Son, our 
Savior from sin. As we see devastation from earthquakes like the recent one in Japan, 
help us to show and to share your love and compassion by our concern for those affected 
and our help when we are able to offer it. Earthquake tremors too can be felt for miles 
from the center.  May the tremors felt by that earthquake in Palestine be felt throughout 
the world.   Use it to turn our eyes heavenward and to remind us of the great mission field 
that is before us in a dying world. Help us to point them to their Savior and ours. 


