John 20v19-31 “Responding to the Evidence”
Opening Prayer: Open our ears, O Lord, to hear your word and know your voice. Speak to our hearts and strengthen our wills, that we may serve you now and always. Amen.

Every-so-often the Government makes secret documents and files available under the Freedom of Information Act and interested historians and investigative journalists gather to sift through the treasured secrets of the past. A few years ago the Ministry of Defence made public an amazing secret weapon which they seriously considered using during the Cold War. This deadly secret weapon had the potential to wipe out whole cities, leaving all the buildings untouched. It could slip across enemy borders without being seen and was undetectable to radar. This terrifying secret weapon was... the common pigeon. During the late 1940’s the Air Ministry had a special pigeon section, which trained and would fly pigeons into enemy territory, with deadly poison strapped to their backs. Sadly, the pigeons would not survive the attacks, but it was said that the pigeons were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for King and country. What was perhaps more disturbing, though, was the thought that the enemy would do something similar. So the Air Ministry also had what was known as the Anti-Pigeon Falconry Unit. And this Unit had trained up British falcons to intercept and kill any enemy pigeon that flew into British airspace. It sounds like an April Fool, but it is totally true; you can check out the facts on the National Archive website. The evidence drives you to believe and accept it as true.
And that is what is before us in John's gospel this morning. John presents us with the facts about Jesus, and asks people to make up their minds about him. But surely faith is a blind leap in the dark, usually flying in the face of the evidence. Atheist Richard Dawkins said this: ‘Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence’, which interestingly is exactly what he refuses to do in his book ‘The God Delusion’. And when it comes to Christian faith, well that’s for the gullible who need a crutch to prop up their weak lives.
But in the Bible there is no separation between faith and facts. God does not treat us as weak-minded gullible idiots. Rather faith rests on the solid facts of history and specifically the historical person of Jesus. When the doubter Thomas was faced with the facts, he knew he could only do one thing, to put his trust, his faith in Jesus. The person who makes the real blind leap of faith is not the person who trusts the truth about Jesus, but rather the person who rejects the evidence and lives their life flying in the face of the facts. That’s true blind faith.
John’s challenge is to examine the evidence. You could forgive Thomas for being a little sceptical: “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.” He’s not going to be easily deceived, taken in by well meaning, but gullible friends. But there is more here than simple doubt. There’s an unwillingness to believe. “I will not believe,” he says. This resurrection of Jesus was simply not part of Thomas’ experience. And if he’d not experienced it, then he won’t believe it! 

When it comes to the Christian faith today, ideas of ‘what can’t be true’ can blind people to what is true. “Dead men don't rise again.” “I don’t believe in God because I've never seen him.” It’s like shutting one’s eyes to the evidence and saying God’s not there. It’s like a little child playing hide and seek. As long as they can’t see you, then they think no-one can see them! And this refusal to believe or trust can be a problem for Christians too. I won’t trust God for the future. Of course we might not put it that way, but the attitude is revealed in our language and actions. We worry about the future and we won’t trust God to take care of it. We fear what will happen; we fret over the consequences of the what-ifs. It’s a refusal to trust the God who says he cares for us. It’s not so much that “I can’t believe” as “I won’t believe.” And such stubborn unbelief affects both Christians and non-Christians. 
But thankfully Thomas came face to face with the evidence. Jesus came again and stood among his disciples, and said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.’” He gives to Thomas exactly what he wanted. Jesus stood before him as living, breathing flesh and blood. No hallucination... because they all saw him standing there. No ghost... because Thomas can touch him. And Thomas concludes... “My Lord and my God!” For three years, he’d followed Jesus around and watched his every move. He’d seen Jesus feed thousands of people with a boy's packed lunch; calm a raging storm; bring back from the dead a man who’d already begun to decompose; but only now the penny dropped. Thomas realised it was true. Jesus was the Lord and God. 

But people say that’s fine for Thomas, he had the evidence right in front of him, but we haven’t so what do we do?” Jesus answers that in v29: “‘Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’ And then John explains that the very reason he’s written this book is so that we might believe. “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.” The whole point is people don’t have to have been there. Jesus says you can be blessed by believing and not seeing physically with your eyes. The very reason John wrote his book is so that we might believe. He’s given us all the information we need, specific stories and moments out of the masses available to him, so that we might believe. God doesn’t expect anyone to make a blind leap of faith. All we need to make an informed choice is right here, based on solid evidence. This is the mark of faith. This is the mark of integrity. Not a blind leap in the dark, but examining the evidence and humbly bowing before Jesus Christ.
John second challenge is to spread the word: On the first Easter Sunday Jesus challenged his disciples (v19-23), giving them a divine right and a divine resource.
The divine right is in v21: “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” John had made clear from the very beginning of Gospel that Jesus was sent into the world to rescue people like you and me. But now that work is done. Jesus has died on the cross and has risen again, and he can give us his peace, the peace of knowing forgiveness of sins and a relationship with God restored. And now he sends them out into the world with the authority to tell the wonderful news! God continues that same mission through his people! And that same authority to tell the world about Jesus and his amazing gift of life is something that the Church of God continues to have. It's easy to hide behind the curtain of woke political correctness and swallow the lie that all truths are right and equal. But some things are wrong and somethings are absolutely right. So the question is: who will we believe and obey... the kings of this world, or the King of kings, Jesus Christ? As the Father sent his Son, so he sends us.
But we don’t go alone: we have a divine resource, that is the gift of the Spirit. v22: “And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.’” Jesus never leaves his people to their own resources but gives us his Spirit to enables us to do his work. And here Jesus gives his disciples an acted parable of Pentecost, when the Spirit was given. We are equipped and empowered to do God’s work: and as people hear the gospel, either they will accept it and they will receive the forgiveness on offer, or they will reject it and they will not receive forgiveness, which is what Jesus means by those rather cryptic last few words in v23. It is, of course, God alone who gives forgiveness and can set people free, but as we tell others about Jesus, so God uses us in granting his forgiveness his freedom.

The question for us who profess to follow Christ is whether we are up for the challenge in this 21st century. Will we let go of that “I won’t believe” attitude and avail ourselves of God’s full and complete forgiveness and freedom of life… and as those who have professed to follow Christ, go into the world wherever God has placed us and tell the story as Jesus commands? We have his divine right and authority and we have his divine resources, the Holy Spirit. 

v31: These things are written... not just that you might know, but that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you and others may have life in his name. 
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