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“Witnesses to Our Faith”

John 20

Easter Sunday, April 11, 2004


It was Easter Saturday, and Mommy was sitting at the kitchen table coloring Easter eggs with her small son and daughter. She told them about the true meaning of Easter, and taught them the traditional Easter morning greeting, "He is risen!" and the response, "He is risen indeed!"

The children planned to surprise their father with this greeting on Easter Sunday morning by saying, "He is risen!" as soon as he awoke.

The next morning, bright and early, the little boy heard his father arising in the bedroom, and raced down the hallway shouting, "Daddy, God's back!" 

Happy Easter, everyone. God's back! 


We used to say “seeing is believing” but for most of us in this twenty-first century seeing is more likely cinematic wizardry or complex slight of hand. “How did you do that?” is a more common question, rather than quick belief.


But that’s nothing new. Even Peter didn’t believe when he looked into the tomb and saw the spot empty where Jesus had lain. John says “he believed” but I’m not sure what that means. It could mean that John believed that Jesus was back, or it could just mean that John believed that Jesus’ body was indeed gone.


Trust me, Jesus is back!


That’s what it’s all about isn’t it, trust, another word for faith. For children trust comes naturally, for us old folks trust doesn’t come naturally. We have learned to doubt our own senses and we have learned to be suspicious of everything we are told. We have learned that everything that we read or hear or even see has a “spin on it”, a deliberately crafted focus intended to lead us where the teller wants us to go. All our news is sifted through that “spin filter”. That’s why it’s so important to not rely on just one source for news.

But lest we become critical of others lets admit that we do it too. We put our “spin” on everything. We can’t help it. What we see, read and experience is automatically processed through our databank of life and comes out filtered or amplified.

The Bible reflects this filtering-amplification reality. As you read the various accounts of the resurrection you will quickly discover that the four gospel writers do not agree on the sequence of events. They all agree that the tomb was empty but not on what happened at the tomb on the morning of the third day. That should not bother you and me as we acknowledge the “spin” tendency of all human beings. That’s why God gave us four gospels instead of one. Each of the writers gave us his “spin”, his account of the resurrection experience. That’s good! We get four perspectives on the story and a fuller understanding of the event.

The only person bothered by those inconsistent stories is the person who is looking for any reason to reject the Christian Faith.

On Easter Sundays like this one we shout “He is risen” and we sing risen songs and we read the story over again … and we believe … sort of. Sort of because even for us it seems too good to be true. God’s Son taking our place for punishment. God’s Son dying and on the third day rising from the dead as King of kings and Lord of lords. Us given the gift of eternal life even while we are so unworthy. Hard to believe.

But wait, before you judge me as a heretic, lets remember that the disciples believed “sort of” too, and they saw the empty tomb and touched the risen Jesus. When the women came rushing back to tell the disciples of an empty tomb only two of the disciples went to investigate, evidently the rest didn't think it worth their time. And even after seeing the empty tomb Peter didn’t believe. We are not sure about John.

When Jesus appeared to the ten in the upper room on that Easter evening they were at first terrified and then “overjoyed” by his presence. (Judas was by that time dead, and Thomas was not there.) When they told him of their encounter Thomas didn’t believe! “Bull feathers” he stomped, can’t be, I saw him dead!” But the very next night Thomas was to have the opportunity to touch Jesus, and he believed.

WOW! I wish I could touch Jesus. I wish I could hold his nail-scarred hand in mine and listen to him tell me about heaven, or even fuss at me about my wishy-washy faith. It would be so much easier to believe.

But then again, I wouldn’t be nearly as blessed would I? For you see, Jesus said “Blessed are you Barney because you have not seen and yet you have believed.”
So, don’t you worry about your doubts, and don’t you feel guilty about them. You are in great company! The disciples had your doubts and God used them to completely change the world. He will use you, doubts and all. And blessed are you because you have not seen but you have believed. It’s always been that way.

John ends chapter 20 in an interesting way. He has been telling us the Easter story. We have been transported to the tomb, to the upper room, and finally into the presence of Jesus himself. Then at verse 30 John the narrator takes over again and admits to us that he has filtered out a lot of things because he just didn’t have room to write them all and he was getting writer’s cramp. “But ”, John says, “these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

In his letter to the Roman church Paul said about our belief, “The word is near you; (the message of salvation) it is in your mouth and in your heart, that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved” (Romans 10:8-10)

Please note, head knowledge, wisdom and even intellectual confidence, have little or nothing to do with salvation. There is an important difference between believing because of proof and believing because your heart yearns to believe. When you let your heart lead you, accepting as very possible that Jesus died for you and God brought him back, and you make that statement public, God “includes you in”. The Holy Spirit of God comes to take up residence in your life and as a consequence day after day you begin to see for yourself what it means to have a risen savior in your life. Head knowledge, proof of His grace and power for you, comes as you stumble along the narrow path of faith. You, like me, become a witness to your faith. You begin to have a story you can tell of how God has changed your life for the better. Proof of his presence!
Clarence Jordan, founder of Koinonia Community (Americus, Georgia) from whence sprang "Habitat for Humanity once said, "The proof that God raised Jesus from the dead isn't the empty tomb, it's not a rolled-away stone; it's a carried away church." 

GOD IS BACK! The grave couldn’t hold him! He came back for you. Get carried away, tell somebody. Amen.

