As the first child of my family, I was the guinea pig.

· My mom and dad learned the ropes of parenting with me. 

And sometimes I would cry “foul” when my younger brother got things or privileges that I never got when I was his age.

· For example, my brother got a TV in his room.  I never got one.
· And to rub salt in the wound, he got to keep the video game system in his room too!

· With me, the video game system always had to be played out in the family room.

I’d go up to my brother and be like, “You better thank me, I paved the way for you!”
Now, it could be that I was just so bad, my parents just threw their hands up and said to my brother, “We give – just do what you want.”
· But I don’t think so.

· I realize now that my parents actually knew more than I thought they did.

· They were treating my brother and I individually – addressing our own needs, interests, and personalities.

 I mean, any parent knows that each child – though maybe coming from the same DNA sources – does NOT look nor act the same as the ones before.
· We’re all unique…just like everyone else. ( 
---------------------------------

And if that’s the case with our physical birth order – the oldest, middle, and youngest child being distinct and needing to be related to differently – then we should expect the same with a spiritual birth order.
· Every person comes to their new birth in a life with Christ just a little differently.

Think back for yourself.

· Who was instrumental in your first coming to faith in Christ?

· What happened?  

· Were there key struggles and obstacles that you had to wrestle with in order to believe?  

· Or have you just always believed?  

· Everyone is different. 
I know for myself, Jesus broke through my locked doors with a combination of family upbringing, emotionally “hitting bottom” in college, a group of accepting friends, and a strategically placed gospel booklet on a restaurant’s bathroom urinal.

· You see, Jesus knows just how to reach us (
· He knows our own unique personalities, interests, appearances, and potential,
so that we’ll all eventually come to the same point …BELIEF IN HIM.

---------------------------------
Let’s look at some of the chronological examples just after the Resurrection.
On that first Easter morning, we had different people come to believe through different ways that Jesus had indeed risen from the dead.

· There’s John, who ran to the empty tomb, and upon seeing the strips of linen and the burial cloth…believed (John 20:3-8).

· He saw the empirical evidence.

· There’s Mary Magdalene, who stood outside the tomb weeping, and even upon seeing Jesus didn’t recognize him at first.  

· But then he spoke to her, “Mary,” and she believed (John 20:10-18).

· She had a personal encounter with Jesus calling her by name.

· I call this the Jerry Maguire effect: “You had me at hello.  
You had me at hello.” (  

· Then there were some other disciples who, even after walking with Jesus down a road, didn’t know he was alive (cf. Luke 24:13-35).  
· It wasn’t until Jesus sat down with them at a meal and broke bread and shared it with them that they believed.
· For them, a sacramental gesture of giving was necessary to open their eyes.
Now we finally pick up the action in the account of our gospel lesson this morning (John 20:19-31).  
· All of the occurrences and reports beforehand have STILL not convinced the remaining disciples that Jesus was truly alive.

· In fact, v. 19 says they were actually behind locked doors and afraid.

· Nonetheless, Jesus reveals himself to them in yet another uniquely different way – showing the disciples his hands and side (v. 20). 

· They heard, saw, and experienced the risen Christ personally 

· So that they too…would believe.

What is it that makes us have to see and experience things for ourselves before we believe and accept something to be true??

· It’s like the proverbial telling a child not to touch the stove because it’s hot.
· And what do they do??

· They touch it!!  THEN they believe you!!
· True for children.  Was true for Thomas as well.
· He had to touch the marks and the side of Jesus before he believed (v. 25).
----------------------------------------

There’s a student in the youth group who told me that if you tell him which way to go to get somewhere, he WILL think about it, but he went on to say he will more than likely try to find out FOR HIMSELF which way to go.

· Typical guy – won’t stop to ask for directions. ( 
· But I told him.  
· I said, “Please don’t do meth before you believe it’ll mess you up.”

· Granted, it’s an extreme example, but it’s the same principle we act out in smaller variations all the time in our lives.

By nature, we just simply ARE NOT very trusting.

· It’s only by God’s grace and gift that we see good in others, that we believe, that we forgive, that we love.

If there’s one thing in common in all of the examples of John, Mary, Thomas, and the disciples we mentioned earlier, it’s that Jesus had to do something FIRST for them and to them in order that they would believe.

· 1 John 4:10 says, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
That’s the mercy of God.

· He knows how weak, blind, and slow we are to believe.

· He knows how unique and individual we are – whether we’re the first born, middle children, or the babies of his spiritual family.

· He knows our cares, concerns, and doubts.

· And he knows best how to address those, so that…we too…will believe.
Thank you, Jesus, for being patient – ever persistent – but patient with us.  

You woo us with your love (maybe even giving us a TV in our own room), until we finally recognize you for who you really are – our Lord and our God – and we believe.
Now I want you to see something here.

· Belief is not for its own sake. 
· Yes, Jesus brings us to that awesome place in different ways, like we discussed, but once there, there’s a purpose for that belief.

v. 21: “Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”

· Once you have the peace of belief, salvation, and blessing with Jesus – that your fears are calmed and joy is in your life – you have to go!
Think of our own worship service.

· We sit under the Word of God for the first part – listening, learning, and receiving God’s encouragement, correction, and instruction for our lives.

· We pray for others and for ourselves.

· We confess our sins in how we’ve fallen short of God’s ways.

· We hear the good news of forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ and receive confirmation of that forgiveness. 
· And then rising in acknowledgement that we ARE forgiven and right before God through Christ, we receive and share his peace – his blessing with one another.

· Why?

· So that we may then be nourished by spiritual food and drink and go forth – out into the world – in the name of Christ to love and serve others. 
  (Thanks be to God, Alleluia, Alleluia!)
We live that out every Sunday.

Where does that come from?  
· Did we just make this order up and say, “Hey that sounds good.  That’s a good
          show”?
· NO.  It’s right here in the Bible.  
· “Peace be with you.  Now as the Father has sent me, so I send you.”
---------------------------------------
How does Jesus send us?

· v. 22: “When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive
 the Holy Spirit.”
· This is conception.  Life in and through Jesus is inaugurated.
· But this new life has not yet come to full term.  
· That will not be until the day of Pentecost.
Regardless, the charge is given.  

· The disciples – both then and us now – are commissioned to go – to be sent out.

And just as the sending of Jesus by God meant that in Jesus’ words, works, and person, people were confronted with God himself, when we – as the Church – are sent by Jesus, our words, works, and personage is to confront others with Jesus himself.
When I say “confront,” I mean show forth in our lives that others may know Jesus is alive and real.

· By doing so, the world will be forced to choose for or against Jesus.

· Those who acknowledge him, repent of their sin, and believe will be assured of forgiveness, peace, and blessing.  

· Those who do not can be assured that their sins are not forgiven.

· That is the meaning of v. 23: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”
It’s not that we are God – declaring who will be forgiven or not.  No.
· It’s that we reveal Jesus to others by our going out, and then by their response to Jesus through us, their sins are forgiven or not.

Heavy authority, Jesus has given his followers.
· One doesn’t receive such authority and just sit back and let it go to waste.

· You have to get out there and do something FOR JESUS…TOGETHER WITH

 OTHER FOLLOWERS.

· I’ve quoted it before and I’ll quote it again, “With great power comes great
 responsibility.” 
(Thank you, Spiderman!) (
---------------------------------------------
So where does Jesus send us?
Start right where you are now and look out.
· At school, work, at home, neighborhoods, clubs, organizations, groups you meet with – we’ve all been given a circle of influence.
· Take advantage of it by asking God to direct you in your relationships with them.

· Tell him you’re willing to be a channel of his love and truth.

· Open yourself up to his Spirit that you may rely on him and do amazing things for his glory.

Here I am, Lord.  Send me.
I dare you to let Jesus’ Spirit be breathed on you – that you may receive and be sent to help others meet Jesus and believe in him.

Amen. 

