12th April – Resurrection appearances 
Acts 2:14a, 22-32
John 20:19 - end
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord my rock and my redeemer. Amen.                                       Ps19:14
Many of us are so familiar with the resurrection accounts in the Gospels that we forget, or fail to recognise, the huge, massive, incredible significance of them. 
Let’s start this morning with the word, “Gospel”. A Gospel is a written statement of the good news proclaimed about Jesus as the Christ. We often forget that it is a unique literary genre, with a purpose like no other, and it is literally a matter of life and death. John wrote a Gospel that was preaching the Gospel. John tells us that “these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” 
There are two translations of the word believing, one which means that they may go on believing, and one which means that they may believe for the first time. I appreciate that scholars like to be pedantic about the meaning of words, but personally I have no problem with either and both. The Gospels are written both in order that people may come to faith, and to remind us, if we are believers, of the importance of continuing to believe so that that we may have life in Jesus’ name. I am sure that I am not the only person here today who can be like Fagin in the film Oliver when thinking about my faith. Fagin says, “I think I’d better think it out again.” When we think about our faith, and what we believe, we can question again our understanding and knowledge of all that Jesus did for us. John’s Gospel is one of only four authorised Gospels which help us to revisit the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and affirm our belief and our faith in Jesus. 
It is also worth remembering that the Gospels are not a definitive record of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, but a collection of, by enlarge, eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ ministry. It is the same with the resurrection appearances. John reminds us that Jesus did many other signs of his resurrection in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in John’s Gospel. We have other accounts in Acts and the other Gospels, but there will be other records that we just don’t have. I trust that the records that we do have are the records that we need for our faith today. 
I also find it interesting that John records the purpose of his Gospel at the end, not at the beginning. You may remember that John opens his Gospel with the words, “in the beginning was the Word”, a statement of fact. Most books, if they have a specific purpose, state that purpose in the introduction, but John writes his whole Gospel and then records his purpose in writing his account of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus as he is closing his Gospel. 
And the Gospels don’t just record the good bits, John’s Gospel records the good, the bad and the ugly. We meet the people who misunderstand Jesus, and the people who are hostile towards Jesus, as well as the people who have come to know him better, understand him more, and have committed to being followers of Jesus. Following Jesus was a brave thing to do in the culture of the time when those who followed Jesus were distrusted by both the religious and the political authorities, where the authorities were both challenging Jesus and fearing the influence that he was having on ever increasing numbers of followers, numbers that they considered to be a threat to both the religious status quo and the political authorities. It is at the end that John states: “These are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God.”  
If you were writing a book about your life, what would you do? Would you put the purpose of your book at the beginning or the end? What would be the purpose of writing a book about your life?  I just don’t think my life is that interesting, and when we read biographies or autobiographies it is because there is something interesting about that person, something that has come to our attention, something which makes us want to know more about that person. What is so interesting about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus that, across the whole world, and even across the universe if we think about the Artemis 11 mission that has just been undertaken, and two thousand years later, there are strong and vibrant communities of believers who continue to worship Jesus, and there continue to be people who want to know more about Jesus? Our purpose should be the same as John’s purpose, to bring people to faith in Jesus and to help them to go on believing. Would our biography have this aim? 
Jesus appeared to the confused, fearful and hopeful disciples in the locked room and said, “peace be with you.” This echoed what Jesus had said to the disciples earlier in chapter 14: 27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid”. Peace be with you is not a random statement; it continues the conversation that Jesus started with his disciples before the crucifixion. This Jesus who has appeared to the disciples is indeed the same Jesus that has walked with them for the last three years on earth - ministering to them, to those who came to him, and to those to whom he went. We might be reminded for example of the Samaritan woman at the well. 
Those that Jesus met and ministered to came from a range of backgrounds, ethnicities, and understanding. The disciples would have understood not only the words, but the meaning behind the words, and with this understanding Jesus empowers them as he says, “as the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 
We are reminded in our Acts reading that the disciples were the witnesses, “This Jesus God raised up, and of that all of us are witnesses.”  We too are called to be witnesses to God at work in the world today. This does not have to be big things but might be to God giving us strength to do the work that He has sent us to do, or an answer to prayer, or something that could have been a real challenge being made simpler or even eliminated altogether. It might be something as simple as having an opportunity to share our faith in some way with someone else. Anne/I don’t/doesn’t know how she/I managed to serve through the many services in Holy Week and be a wife, mother and grandmother too. God gives us the strength we need to complete the mission that he gives us. 
And, just like today, Jesus did not send the disciples out into the world in their own strength, Jesus breathed on them. It is the same word that is used in Genesis 2:7 when God breathes into Adam’s nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being. It is also the same word that is used in Ezekial 37 when he talks about the valley of dry bones and says, “I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live.” This is the breath of life, the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit was the power of God to transform man and continues to be the Holy Spirit who can transform us, who speaks to us and who gives us strength to face each day. 
Strength for what? To forgive sins. No small thing then. Jesus says, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” We might need to revise what we generally think of sin as. In John’s Gospel sin is about not recognising and embracing the revelation of God in Jesus, and this is thus a theological statement. Forgiving sins isn’t about making people pay penance for individual deeds. Forgiveness of sins is the community’s Spirit-empowered mission to continue Jesus’ work of making God known in the world, and through that work to give the world an opportunity to respond to Jesus. Their decision whether or not to respond is their choice and reflects the life and death purpose of John’s Gospel. 
And so we come to Thomas. We are familiar with the phrase, seeing is believing, and we have the account of Thomas, or doubting Thomas as he is often referred to. Thomas wants to see Jesus, to touch Jesus, before he will accept the truth of the resurrection. Thomas is like many people today, he wants good, solid evidence that Jesus has indeed risen from the dead. We cannot tell from the text what his mood was, what his demeanour was, or how he says the words, but Thomas declares that “unless I see the mark of the nail in his hands and put my finger in the mark of the nails, and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” 
There are still those today who want evidence that Jesus is alive. We are that evidence; we are all the living proof that Jesus answers that uncertainty in each one of us by meeting us where we are, just like Thomas. We are not told whether Thomas did indeed put his finger into the wounds in Jesus ‘wrists, or his hand into Jesus’ side, although Jesus invites him to do both. It is possible that, when it came to it, he did not need to actually touch Jesus to come to faith as he declares, “My Lord and My God.” 
In Thomas’s statement the Gospel of John comes full circle, from the prologue at the beginning which says, “to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” 
The encounter with Thomas also brings about the first time in the Gospel that anyone sees Jesus and calls him God, and so we have another full circle from the prologue which says, “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 
John’s Gospel was written that we might believe in Jesus, the Son of God. It is for everyone, regardless of social status, ethnicity, or circumstance. We have been given God’s peace, and the Holy Spirit, we are not left on our own. John’s Gospel is the whole story, from “in the beginning was the Word” to the resurrection appearances that we have explored this morning. It calls on us to be witnesses to the love of God through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, to the peace that only God can bring, and to give the world an opportunity to respond to God’s love. 
How do we do that today? 
If we or someone else wrote a book about our life, what would they say that the purpose of our life has been? Would that book reflect the good, the bad and the ugly? Would it show where we have gone out of our way to meet people where they are at, as well as to meet regularly with those we know and who are part of our own communities? Would it reflect a life that has been willing to follow and belong to Jesus, even in areas of our lives where we might be going against the culture of our time, or even against the authorities of our world? 
Have our lives brought other people to faith? 
Like the disciples in the upper room, even Thomas who doubted, God gives us his peace and breathes His Holy Spirit on us. My prayer for you all as we move away from the Easter story and look towards Pentecost is that we will believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that the faith we have will give us life as God wants us to have life. I pray that we will allow the Holy Spirit to transform us and use us for God’s glory as Jesus sends us out into the world today to share the good news that Jesus is alive and offer people the opportunity to respond, as Daniel and Jayden responded at their baptism last week. Amen.  
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