4 May 2014 : John 20 : 19-31  
Can I let you good folks into a secret? If I see one more chocolate egg in 2014 I think I’ll scream! Three church services on Easter Day, 4 school visits and a service at Queens Court, all accompanied by chocolate eggs, an elegant sufficiency for 1 year!

But I don’t think I’ll ever get fed up of the Easter story itself. There are just so many fascinating wee angles to it, and today I want to draw your attention to the events of that first Easter Sunday evening. To set the scene, let’s remind ourselves who it was that turned up at the tomb of Jesus early on Easter morning – it was the same ones, in fact, who were there when His body was placed in the tomb on the Friday evening.

Not the big bold brave disciples. They were cowering behind locked doors, Whatever security systems were available in 1st century Jerusalem, they would have had in place, bolts, chains, rottweilers, the lot. And, in honesty, I don’t think we can blame them.  As known associates of Jesus, they were marked men. They must have half-expected a knock on the door heralding their own appointment with a sticky end.

No, the Bible tells us it was the Mary’s, who had followed the body of Jesus to His temporary resting-place in the garden of Joseph of Arimathea – my spell-check at this point offered me Joseph of Aromatherapy, don’t you just love smart-alex technology? – they were the ones who faithfully showed up in the garden before the cockerel had brewed his morning coffee that day, far less crowed.   
History relates that they found the tomb empty, although accounts of what happened next do vary among the four gospels. In John’s account, early in chapter 20, we have the author, John, together with Peter, actually venturing out of doors to take a look for themselves and noting that the grave was empty. Matthew, Mark and Luke don’t share this information, and there are other minor discrepancies in their recollections. 
Now, those with an axe to grind against our faith like to make hay with the differences in detail among the various gospel accounts. Their argument seems to be that if Matthew, Mark, Luke and John couldn’t get their stories straight on the precise number of angels at the tomb, for example, you should discount the whole thing.

Let me use an incident from last Sunday to illustrate how silly that argument is, and first I’m going to quote Sunderland football manager boss Gus Poyet doing the unthinkable, lavishing praise on referee Phil Dowd : 
Probably one of the best decisions I’ve ever seen from a referee. The player didn’t go down and it was an outstanding decision. The idea is that if you don’t go down you don’t get a penalty, you don’t want players to go down and today that has been proven by the ref; it’s fantastic for football. I’ve no doubt it was a penalty. I can’t remember a better decision from a referee, as a player and as a manager. 

The News Genius blog begs to differ : The penalty comes about via a dubious decision from Phil Dowd. Yes, Juan Cala definitely pulls back on Wickham, and the advantage is played. However, when it ends, Juan Cala is awarded a controversial red — and Sunderland get a penalty when the foul began outside the box. Meanwhile, Cardiff City boss Ole Gunnar Solskjaer, gentleman that he is, declined to comment at all. 

Three quite different takes on the same incident. Therefore we can safely conclude, can we not, that Phil Dowd’s award of a penalty to Sunderland against Cardiff did not happen, indeed perhaps the game did not happen, indeed perhaps the Stadium of Light does not exist? Er, no. Different perspectives on the same incident may indicate many things, but they do corroborate the basic fact that the incident took place. Get it?
Moving on – I wonder what sort of Sunday afternoon the 11 remaining disciples had – 11, of course, minus the late Judas Iscariot? Perhaps more than a little embarrassed that it was the girls, and not their big tough selves, who had made the discovery of the empty tomb? Amazed, confused, disturbed by those same girls claiming to have met the risen Lord? When Mary Magdalene shared this with them in John 20.18, did they think, privately, that she had been on the nail-varnish remover?

Whatever happened, as night fell over Jerusalem and they secured their wee bolt-hole against a hostile outside world, there would only be one topic of conversation as they sat round a single dim oil lamp and talked – Jesus. Perhaps they remembered the times Jesus had spoken in riddles to them about going away and then coming back to them – John 16, for example, tells of this. Did they even dare to hope that what Mary had told them was true? Did any of it make sense? And what would it mean going forward?

Perhaps as they gassed away 19 to the dozen, they didn’t even notice at first that there had appeared another person in that securely locked room. But when they did, it truly rocked their world. Practical question – how did Jesus get in? Well, He had once walked on water. Now He had emerged from a tomb, sealed behind a massive great big rock, so I suppose walking through a wall wasn’t that big a deal for the risen Jesus.

We’re not told, I’m not going to speculate, but what I would say is : don’t try that at home. Attempting to walk through bricks and mortar, or even plaster-board, will give you cuts, bruises, a big redecorating job and a very awkward home insurance claim. What does matter is what Jesus said to them. Peace be with you! 
Well, they certainly needed to hear that! I’m quite certain they would have spent much of the previous couple of days royally beating themselves up over how they had run away and deserted Jesus at His time of greatest need. They would have had the mother and father of guilt trips, and the devil – as usual – would have been a very willing travel agent. Now, what I’m about to say, many of you will need to hear.

One of the most potent weapons the devil uses against God’s children is to feed us a sense of guilt and inadequacy because of what we’ve done wrong in our past. 

And if you come to this church expecting to be lambasted as a miserable sinner and told to turn or burn, you will be disappointed. I absolutely refuse point-blank to join in the chorus of the song of condemnation the devil has written. In essence, Easter is all about the removal of guilt and condemnation and insecurity and inadequacy and all the nasty destructive stuff – because on the cross Jesus has already paid the full price for all human failure, past, present and future, including yours and mine.

When Jesus cried from the cross : Father, forgive them, they don’t know what they’re doing, and then, it is finished! … do you think it only applied to sins committed up to that point, 2,000 years ago – but the stuff you and I have done since then doesn’t come under the divine insurance policy of the Easter gospel, so you and I have to sweat and stew and tie ourselves in knots to squeeze a reluctant pardon out of God? 
The devil wants you to think that – but God’s Word tells you something very much better – Jesus made that sacrifice ONCE FOR ALL – ALL sin, of ALL people, for ALL time. Question – does ALL somehow mysteriously exclude you? Is there some small print attached to the word ALL that means you miss out? No chance!

When Jesus went through all He went through, He was thorough about it – a thorough and complete sacrifice for a thorough and complete salvation. If you want to be free from guilt and condemnation and misery, all you have to do is say : Jesus, I believe in You, I receive You as my Lord and Saviour, I am Yours and You are mine. 

And if for any reason you’ve never yet got round to doing that, today is a very good day indeed for a fresh start. There are those who notoriously claim that a day out of a certain Borders town is a day wasted. I have no comment to make on that. But what is for sure is that a day out of the forgiving love and grace of Jesus is a day wasted.

Jesus then went on to breathe the Holy Spirit – that is, His own presence, personality and power – upon them and give them a job to do : As the Father has sent me, I am sending you. In other words, the peace and freedom, the forgiveness and acceptance, that Jesus had poured out on them in that moment, they were then commanded and equipped to pass on to others. That was their new purpose in life.

When you have received the peace and freedom, the forgiveness and acceptance, that comes from knowing Jesus personally – as I hope and pray we all do before we leave this place today – that encounter will change your whole life, but for the better. You will, almost without trying, make an impression on others who have known you for years but see the positive difference a relationship with Jesus has made in your life.

The good news of Jesus’ love is too good to keep to ourselves. When we have it, we won’t be able to stop ourselves from sharing it. It didn’t take the disciples long to have someone to witness to. One of their number, Thomas, had nipped out to the shops – a potentially life-threating task, let it be said, at that time.

And when he came back, he hardly had time to lay down the Sainsbury’s carrier bags on the table till he noticed a massive difference in his friends. They were so full of joy and excitement, it beggared belief.

At first Thomas refused to believe they’d seen the Lord. To be precise, his nose was under his ear because he’d missed all the fun. He’d put his life on the line for this lot, and they’d seen Jesus and he hadn’t! Thomas wasn’t having it. Major hissy fit, as we see in v.25 : 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.
Note : not cannot believe, but will not believe. Bottom line, belief in Jesus is always a choice, and the buck stops with us. No-one gets to make that call for us. But as we read on to events of the following Sunday, we see that Thomas didn’t need to do any of those things. The minute Jesus appeared, he was on his knees. My Lord and my God
I believe the difference Thomas had seen in his friends during that week – how they were free and filled with joy, and generally nicer people in every way, made sure that even Thomas’s bruised pride and hurt feelings wouldn’t stop him from believing. There are many wonderful jobs in this world – like most other young lads of my age, I always wanted to drive a train, maybe others would like to play football like Gareth Bale or sing like Harry from 1D. Or, on reflection, maybe not!

But nothing comes close to the satisfaction of living for Jesus in such a way that other people see your faith and want what you’ve got. From this day forward, I encourage you in that task. Just as Jesus has called you, so He will equip and enable you. Unlike worldly government bodies, when Jesus gives you a job, He gives you all the resources you will ever need to do that job with excellence and to enjoy it to the full.

