The Easter Connection (John 20:19-31; 23/3/08)
Introduction

Has someone ever told you something, thinking it was wonderful news, but you say, “So what?” Today is Easter Sunday – a day marked in the Christian Church calendar to remember especially the fact that Jesus rose from the dead. Millions of Christians around the world will be celebrating this truth with great joy. But it could be that others say, “So what? What’s all the fuss about?” That could be you. I want to try and show you that Easter is relevant to you, whoever you are. I want to make the connection. 

In our reading Jesus appears to the disciples on the first day of the week (Sunday). They weren’t expecting it. They were expecting a visit from the religious police, so the doors were locked. But Jesus, in his resurrection body, comes to them. They think he’s a ghost, but he convinces them that it’s really him. Then they are overjoyed. (We would be too, in their position). But Thomas wasn’t there. He re-joins them and finds a completely different atmosphere: “We have seen the Lord!” Did he think they were crazy? Probably. Was it some kind of sick joke? No, they seemed genuine. But Thomas is not going to believe just because they say so! He saw Jesus die! He lays down some pretty clear conditions: “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.” For him, seeing (and touching) is believing. Nobody’s going to fool him! 
Many people are like Thomas today. They want evidence, not just emotion! Is there any? Yes: the empty tomb (how can you explain it?); the eye-witness claims (over 500 on one occasion); the change in the disciples (from cowardice to courage); the change from Sabbath to Sunday; the Church’s existence. The evidence is compelling, but you might say, “So what?”

1) You can be sure about forgiveness (v19-23)
What does Jesus? First he says: Peace be with you! Then he showed them his hands and side (v20). The two are connected. Why show his wounds? Perhaps to convince them that he was the same person in the same body, now raised to life. But those marks are also “the scars that speak of sacrifice”. Jesus had taught his disciples that he would lay down his life as a sacrifice or ransom – to pay the price for sin. His scars are a reminder that the price for forgivess has been paid. But was it enough? God the Father raised Jesus to life to show that his sacrifice was was sufficient, enough to pay for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). That’s good news. Jesus wants to remind the disciples that he has paid the price in full. That’s why he could say: Peace be with you! The price had been paid!
A few weeks ago my son was leaving a shop but was called back and accused of stealing. The man told him to open his jacket. In his pocket were a couple of items. How did the shopkeeper know that he didn’t steal them? How could Lloyd defend himself against accusation? By producing the receipt, which listed the things he’d bought and the amount he’d paid. The shopkeeper was silenced. Lloyd’s conscience was at peace! 

The good news of Easter is that Jesus Christ has paid the price for sin, and through trusting in him you can be forgiven freely and completely. Many religious people are trying their best to earn forgiveness, but they have no peace; there’s always more to be doing; there’s no assurance of God’s acceptance. If you don’t trust in Jesus’ work you have no peace. It doesn’t have to be like that! Easter Sunday is all about God saying to you, “Look! My Son has paid the price for sin! I have accepted the payment! Stop trying to pay yourself! Trust in him!” When you do that, you experience true peace with God: Since we have been justified by faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Romans 5:1). Have you made the connection?
2) You can be sure about God (v26-29)
Back to Thomas: a week later he’s with the disciples and Jesus appears. He’s heard Thomas’ conditions: Put your finger here; see my hands…Stop doubting and believe. Thomas responds with worship: My Lord and my God. Notice Jesus’ words: Because you have seen me you have believed; blessed are those…He’s saying, “You’re absolutely right to call me Lord and God, because that is who I am! That’s what I’ve been claiming! But you believe because you’ve seen me. Blessed are those who believe in me as Lord and God, yet who have not seen me.” Why was Jesus put to death? The religious leaders shouted his crime: he claimed to be the Son of God (19:7); because you, a mere man, claim to be God (10:33). He was killed for blasphemy. Easter Sunday is God the Father declaring his claims to be true. Jesus was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead (Romans 1:4). 
In the film Flightplan Jodie Foster plays a mother on a plane, whose little daughter is stolen from her. The problem is that no-one saw her daughter getting on board. The crew think she is crazy. The other passengers begin to despise her for the fuss she’s making. She causes so much trouble that the plane has to make an emergency landing. Finally she emerges from the plane before the watching world, carrying her daughter.

Easter Sunday is the vindication of Jesus Christ and his claims: I and the Father are one; Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father (10:30; 14:9). That means you can be sure about God. Like Pilate, people say, “What is truth? You can’t be sure of anything!” It can be an excuse for living the way you want. But the Easter message is this: you can know there is a God; you can know what he’s like; you can know him for yourself, because Jesus Christ is God in the flesh. His resurrection proves it! My Lord and my God is the right response for us too!

3) You can be sure about Life (v30-31)

One of life’s greatest questions is about death: what happens when we die? Is death the end? Is there life after death? It’s the question of philosophers, artists, scientists and poets. Do not go gentle into that good night. Rage against the dying of the light! (Dylan Thomas). Shakespeare’s Hamlet described death as the undiscovered country from whose bourne no traveller returns. But ordinary people ask the question too. I recall a conversation with my barber a few years ago, when suddenly he said, “Death scares me stiff! I mean, what happens after death?” We all have to face that question sooner or later.

But are there any answers? Easter Sunday is about a man who died but came back to life again. Hamlet was wrong; a traveller has returned. And he didn’t return in the form of a ghost or spirit, but in his resurrected body – recognisable, touchable, but gloriously transformed. The least this shows us is that for Jesus there was life beyond the grave; death was not the end for him. Unlike others in the bible who were raised to life, he rose never to die again. He defeated death! No-one takes my life from me…I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again (10:18). Jesus fulfilled that claim.

But you might say, “OK, but so what? How does that help me?” The answer is found in v31. Jesus is able and willing to share his victory over death to all who believe or trust in him as the Christ, the Son of God. He promises to give you life in his name - eternal life – a relationship with God that death cannot destroy. What happened to Jesus will happen to you: death will be followed by resurrection life in all its fulness. So for the Christian death is a defeated enemy. You don’t have to fear or rage against it. You can face it with Jesus’ promise: I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies (11:25). Through Christ you can be sure about life!

Making the Connection
Have you made the Easter connection yet? Because of that first Easter Sunday you can be sure about forgiveness (Jesus has paid the price for sin), sure about God (Jesus reveals God to us) and sure about life (Jesus promises resurrection life). Will you believe in him? It’s a great thing to be a Christian!
I read the story of a girl called Alison: For the first 18 years of my life if anyone had asked me if I believed in God, my reponse would have been a firm, ‘No!’ I had no religious upbringing…I thought it was all a load of rubbish.She went to university and met a girl called Miriam, who was a Christian. The sometimes discussed Christianity. Alison thought: That’s nice for her, if that’s what she wants. She went to Miriam’s church once and heard about Jesus dying on the cross for sins. But it didn’t really affect her. Then Miriam became seriously ill, and was in hospital for a month. Alison noticed: Throughout this period it amazed me to see how much support and strength Miriam [and her family] gained from their faith in God.[It] made me think a lot more about God. Miriam recovered; Alison had loads of questions. She started reading the bible for herself, and discovered that her previous views of Christianity were totally wrong…Then one morning in February I woke up, scared that I could die that day and that I wouldn’t have made things right with God. There and then I confessed my sins to God and I was forgiven…and immediately I knew that I had done the right thing. I had formed a relationship with God that would last forever. Now as a Christian she knows she isn’t perfect (and still has questions and troubles) but because I have faith in Christ I know I will be forgiven.
So here’s someone who moved from thinking it was all a load of rubbish to someone who is sure about forgiveness, sure about God and sure about life. That’s the Easter connection!
Conclusion

But maybe you’re like Thomas in v25, refusing to believe what others claim about Jesus. Maybe you’re wanting to put conditions down: “Unless I see…I will not believe!” 

I heard the story of a man who said that he stopped believing in God when he was about 14. He went down to the bottom of his garden and said, “God, if you are there, lift that rubbish bin.” Nothing happened, so then he concluded that God wasn’t there. Was that fair or wise? Why should God answer that demand?

But look at v31 again. I urge you to read John’s Gospel and pray, “God, if you are there, speak to me through this book. I really want to know.” And I pray that God will give you the connection of faith in his Son Jesus Christ, so that you to can be sure about forgiveness, about God and about life.   
