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“Believe”
John 20:24-31

INT: During a private dinner party, the table discussion turned serious when the host asked, “What would you do if you knew you only had 4 weeks to live?”   One gentleman answered that he would quit his job, spend all of his time with his family and making amends to people he had hurt. One lady said she would sell everything she had and travel around the world.  Another lady said she would dedicate her remaining time to being even more committed to serving God, her family, and her Church.  Then one of the men at the table said, “I would move into my mother-in-law’s house.”  Everyone was puzzled by the answer.  They asked, "Why move into your mother-in-law's home?"  The man answered, “Because that will make it the longest 4 weeks of my life!" 
TS:  Death is a topic we seldom talk about, but one that is of great interest and concern to us. Every culture and every religion has attempted to answer the question, “Is there a life after death?”  The answer is of immense importance to us, because one day, every one of us will have to face death.   

BCKGRD:  Easter is the historical account of one man’s death and journey back from death to life.  He was known as Jesus of Nazareth … and the Easter event is is the RESURRECTION.  It is because of his resurrection that Jesus is called the CHRIST, which means ANOINTED ONE in Greek … or the MESSIAH, which means the same thing in Hebrew. Christianity claims that Jesus is the one and only Son of God, that is, God Incarnate ... the Gospel accounts tell us that Jesus suffered at the hands of the Jews and the Romans and died upon a cross on GOOD FRIDAY. His body was placed in the tomb of rich man, not far from the place where he had been crucified.  It remained there all of Friday evening, Saturday day and evening, and on Sunday, until the early morning hours.  When the women came to the tomb of Jesus to finish preparing his body for its final burial, they found it empty.  They ran and told the disciples. John and Peter checked it out for themselves.  Then, something shocking occurred. Jesus appeared to Mary, from the village of Magdala, a follower of Jesus who had been delivered of 7 evil spirits by Jesus (Mark 16:9). Jesus also appeared to his disciples.  Please open your Bibles and read with me, today’s text, John 20:24-31.  24 Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord!" But he said to them, "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." 26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you!" 27 Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." 28 Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!" 29 Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." 30 Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. 31 But 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. John 20:24-31 
TS:  Today’s passage focuses upon Thomas and his reaction to the news that Jesus is not dead. So who was Thomas? And why is his story important to us?
THOMAS:  In actuality, we know very little about Thomas.  But what we do know mostly comes from the Apostle John. Thomas is referred to as the twin, Didymus [Dee-doo-mos, which means DOUBLE or TWIN] (John 11:16), but we don;pt know who his twin is.  We know that Thomas was a follower of Jesus and included among the original twelve disciples (Mat 10:3), but we are not told how he became a disciple.  There is evidence that suggests Thomas may have been a fisherman like Peter. John tells us that Thomas was one of 7 disciples who went out to fish one night after Jesus’ resurrection, (John 21:2). Fisherman applied their trade on the Sea of Galilee during the evening hours, not during daytime.  We know that Thomas was one of the Apostles … that his missionary work after Jesus’ death, took him to India where he was said to be martyred in 72AD.  We know that Thomas was loyal and deeply committed.  When Jesus told the disciples they were going to Bethany to raise Lazarus from his death sleep and after that continue on to Jerusalem, Thomas said, 16 …. "Let us also go, that we may die with him." John 11:16 We also know that Thomas was willing to ask hard questions.  During the Last Supper, Jesus told his disciples not to be afraid. He would leave them for a time, but come again for them and take them to be with him in heaven.  When Jesus said,  4 You know the way to the place where I am going," Thomas responded, 5 … "Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how can we know the way?" John 14:4-5  We know Thomas was a man of reason, not swept up by emotion.  Even though the tomb of Jesus was empty .. even though his friends were telling him that they had seen Jesus … even though Thomas would have wanted to believe Jesus was alive, he demanded evidence saying, "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." Finally, we know that Thomas was willing to accept the truth, whatever it might be. This is why, when Jesus showed him his hands, where they had nailed him to the cross … and his side, where the spear had entered, Thomas knelt before the resurrected Jesus and said, “My Lord and my God.” John 20:28
TS:  It’s NOT easy for us to believe Jesus was RESURRECTED.  It’s not likely that someone who has died and been buried for 3 days, would come back to life.  I dare say that if you claimed such a thing about your dead friend, they might lock you up and throw away the key.  But just because you or I haven’t seen such a thing with our own eyes, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen just the way the Gospel writers claim it did.  I think that if we are to be men and women of faith, true faith, it makes sense that we would question the veracity of the resurrection.  Like Thomas, we would want evidence so that we could believe, without doubting. We  would want to know that by following Jesus, we are following God’s provision for us .. basing our lives upon eternal truth and not just another temporal, spiritual way.  The key to Christianity is the RESURRECTION.  If Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, then the churches that exist today are nothing more than mausoleums for the dead – making us foolish, gullible people.  But if Jesus did rise from the dead, then he must be the one and only Son of God … and everything he taught and said must be TRUE!
EVIDENCE:  You see, the resurrection is God’s answer to our need for EVIDENCE that Jesus is the Son of God.  IL: If I claimed to be the Son of God, some of you would laugh .. others would dismiss me as a crackpot .. and some of you would go and tell your friends that you always knew I was full of myself.  But what if there was evidence that what I said was true?  You’d have to take note of it and consider it, wouldn’t you?  What if I healed the sick and performed miracles, you’d take notice and wonder about my claim.  What if I spoke and taught with unusual power, conviction, and insight, you’d take notice and wonder about my claim.  What if I exhibited great wisdom .. demonstrated compassion and love for all people .. and stood up against injustice, regardless of the personal cost to me, you’d take notice and wonder about my claim.  But while these things might make me an unusual person, perhaps even a great spiritual person, there is still no evidence by them that makes my claim to be the Son of God true. But what if there was evidence, indisputable evidence, that I am the Son of God? Would you believe me then?  It would take something special to convince you, right?  Something no one else could duplicate, something that demonstrated the power of God and could only be attributed to God, right?  Do you think RESURRECTION might qualify?  Now I know that many people look to the resurrection event as evidence of life after death and find great hope in it.  In fact, we all can.   This is one of the important lessons of Easter.  But there is something of greater importance about EASTER. Easter reveals that JESUS is the SON OF GOD.  Without the resurrection, we’d never really know if Jesus wasn’t just an extra-ordinary human being.  The resurrection is what sets Jesus apart from every other great religious leader.  While they claimed to know the truth, none of them ever claimed to be the Son of God. Jesus claimed not only to know the truth, but to be the truth. Jesus said, 6 …. "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. John 14:6  And yes, Jesus claimed to be the Messiah, the Son of God. When asked for a sign he said, 39 … "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” Mat 12:39-40 John records that when Jesus threw the money changers out of the Temple, calling it his Father’s house, they asked for a sign of his authority. 19“Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." John 2:19  C.S. Lewis rightly points out that Jesus cannot be included in the category of one of the world’s great religious teachers. His statements and claims mean that he was either a LIAR, a LUNATIC, or the LORD.  There is no other judgment that can be made about him.
  We know that after the world’s great teachers died, their tombs remained occupied .. evidence that they were mortal men, like us.  But Jesus’ tomb was empty. He rose from grave. The disciples not only gave verbal testimony to this, but the dramatic change in how they lived the rest of their lives and how they faced death, testified to it as well.  The resurrection of Jesus is evidence that Jesus is neither a LIAR nor a LUNATIC, but the LORD.  And because Jesus is the LORD, the Son of God, we can rest assure that all he said and all taught were true.  
What I find most difficult, is the intellectual laziness that characterizes those who reject the resurrection. They may even say that they believe in Jesus, but not his virgin birth or his resurrection.  They attribute these to the mythology within the Bible … a fictional story, presented in an historical way to reveal a philosophical truth.  One of my good friends would say such things to me.  When I asked him if he had ever read the Bible, cover to cover, his answer was, “NO.” I suggested he read it.  When I asked him if he knew that archeology has and continues to confirm that the Bible provides us with an accurate account of history, he answered, “NO.” I suggested he check out the magazine, “Archeology Today.”  When I asked him if the God of the universe wanted to talk with him personally, would he be interested in knowing what God had to say.  He said, “YES.”  So I suggested he read the Bible … research the Bible’s accuracy .. and that while resurrection is something very hard for rationally-minded people to grasp and believe, he carefully consider the empty tomb and how it became empty, looking for the best and most plausible answer.  While no one can prove what occurred, the evidence suggests the most plausible answer is least likely, RESURRECTION.  If you’re interested, some books and people you might consider reading are:  Josh McDowell, More Than A Carpenter and Evidence Demands a Verdict … Lee Strobel, The Case For Faith, The Case for Christ, and The Case For Creator.  If you are like my friend, don’t be lazy or intellectually naive. It’s OK to have doubts like Thomas, but do the work to discover the truth. Thomas didn’t leave the disciples and go back to his old life.  He hung around to find out.  Be like Thomas, seek out and be willing to respond to the truth!
TS: Easter reveals something else of great importance to us.  Easter reveals to us that the LOVE OF GOD is REAL and WAS DEMONSTRATED for us on GOOD FRIDAY in the CROSS.   The Apostle Paul wrote, 8 But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners. Rom 5:8 (NLT) The cross and the resurrection are the evidence of God’s undying love for us and of his concern for our eternal well being.   Without the resurrection, Jesus’ death on GOOD FRIDAY would just be another sad day when a good man died a horrible death because powerful people saw him as a threat.   It is because of the RESURRECTION, we know that Jesus is the SON OF GOD and that what he taught about the CROSS was necessary and true.  Jesus said, 16 "For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” John 3:16   EASTER and GOOD FRIDAY cannot be separated from one another. They go hand in glove. 

MESSAGE:  So what is the message of GOOD FRIDAY, whose truth is revealed in EASTER SUNDAY?  I’ve seen evangelist JJohn put it this way: They call it GOOD FRIDAY, because it solved a really bad problem.  Every human being in the history of the world is guilty of sin.  SIN means failing to do what God has commanded us to do.  IL: You have a target with 2 circles.  The inner circle says, LOVE GOD.  The outer circle says, LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR.  Every day, you and I have a new bow of opportunity. We put the arrow in the bow, pull it back and fire. It misses the target. We fail to love God.  We fail to love our neighbor. We’re GUILTY of SIN … and because we sin, we’re going to DIE.  IL: Now imagine a small, fenced in piece of property with a sign on the fence that says FORBIDDEN TERRITORY, STAY OUT.  We’re free to go everywhere else, just not in there. We wonder why we can’t go in there. What do we do? We check it out.  We TRESPASS. We step over the line and go into forbidden territory. We’re GUILTY of TRESPASS … and because we trespass, we’re going to DIE.  But there’s more.  There’s INIQUITY.  INQUITY means perverting the beautiful things of God, particularly as it pertains to LOVE, SEX, and RELATIONSHIPS.  We pollute them and we rationalize that it’s OK.  Get it. We RATIONAL -- LIES.  We’re GUILTY of INIQUITY … and because we’re guilty of iniquity, we’re going to DIE.  We’re all guilty of SIN. We’re all guilty of TRESSPASS. We’re all guilty of INIQUITY.  Because of this, we’re disconnected from God .. which is why God seems so far away.  How are you feeling right about now? To finish, I’m going to need a little bit of help.  Does anyone have a brand new $20 bill?  Great! Please, come on up and join me.  Your name? (Guest provides name). Welcome. This is a new $20 bill, right? (Right.) I have nothing up my sleeves, right? (Right.) It’s worth $20, right? (Right.) If I fold it, it’s still has its same value - $20, right?  (Right.) If I crumple it up, it’s still worth $20, right?  (Right.) If I rub a little dirt on it, it’s still worth $20, right?  (Right.) Even if I write on it with my pen, it’s still worth $20, right? (Right.)  Even if I tear it in two, it’s still worth $20, right?  (Trust me, it’s still worth $20). Here’s the point. It doesn’t matter how much sin, how much trespass, how much iniquity you have committed, you have not lost your value in God’s eyes.  God loves you!  This is why on Good Friday, Jesus gave his life as a SIN OFFERNG .. to purchase your forgiveness, to wash you and cleanse you and me of our sins.  He wants to exchange that old crumpled up, dirty, scribbled on, torn up, $20 bill for a NEW one like this. (Hand the guest a new $20 bill and thank him/her. Invite him/her to leave the stage.) 
SUMMARY:  You matter to God.  He loves you. He values you. He wants you to be with Him in eternity.  He wants you to live a HOLY LIFE that reflects His love and His ways.  He wants you to be FREE FROM BONDAGE TO SIN .. and TRESPASS and INQUITY.  God loves you so deeply that he sent his son to die in your place and take the judgment you deserve upon himself.  This why Jesus came to this world .. why he died upon the cross … and why he was resurrected.  The cross of Jesus, his death and his resurrection, are the evidence of God’s love for you! 
GOSPEL INVITATION: If you have never realized that you don’t have to be perfect to be loved by God, you only need to allow His forgiveness wash over by asking Jesus to forgive you, you can do so right now.  Join with me in this prayer. “Lord, I want to be loved by You.  I want to be closer to You.  I want to live a full life and live on into eternity with You.  Jesus, forgive me for being consumed with myself – for living as though I am the center of the Universe. I thank you for the CROSS. I thank You for the evidence of your love for me in the RESURRECTION.  I pray that the Holy Spirit will fill me and allow me to walk more closely with You. Amen.” 
CCL: Jesus said to Thomas, "Because you have seen me, you have believed … blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." You and I have a choice.  We can BELIEVE or NOT..  The evidence is enough to show me the truth -- Jesus is the Son of God, who died to save me from my sin, who rose from the grave and lives with the Father.  I choose to BELIEVE. And if you choose to believe with me today, then blessed are you .. and I invite you to stand with me and sing of His greatness!
� A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic — on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg — or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”


C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity








