11th April 2021: John 20:19-31 & Acts 4:32-35

“First come, first served.”  That’s not a quote from one of today’s Bible readings (or, as far as I’m aware, anywhere in the Bible) – but a phrase we hear quite often (don’t we?), expressing the seemingly natural order of things: if there’s something good on offer, get in there quickly, get in their first (because when the chance has gone, it’s gone).

So, tomorrow morning, when hairdressers finally open, the lucky customers in the salon chairs will be those folk who got on the websites as soon as the Prime Minister announced his roadmap out of lockdown.  Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to be one of those, but I have managed to book a slot at the barber’s for a week or so’s time.

And of course we also like to be ‘first’ because of the sense of satisfaction, achievement, or recognition, that brings.  I expect if I asked you this morning: “who were the first two people to climb Mount Everest?”, or “who were the first two men on the moon?”, I’d get some (correct) answers – but if I then asked “who was next to do it, after them?”, I’d expect to get a resounding silence.
Now, last Sunday morning, at St Paul’s in Dorking, we had an Easter Day ‘sunrise’ service.  It wasn’t strictly ‘sunrise’, because it didn’t start until 7am – but we did have a remarkably good attendance.  Perhaps that’s because we were outside (so congregational singing was allowed), but also perhaps it was because it’s quite satisfying to think you’ve got in there early (got in there first) to celebrate this greatest event ever, the resurrection of Jesus.
So, at this service we had a bit of a think about how the story of Easter unfolds, as first one person (or group of people) and then another discovers that Jesus’ tomb is empty and that he’s risen to life again.
Mary Magdalene and a couple of other women get there first (genuinely before sunrise!); then it’s Peter and John (with John running there faster than Peter).  As the day progresses, Jesus starts to appear in person – first to Mary in the garden, later to a couple of walkers out in the country, and then in the evening to all the disciples (except poor old Thomas), which is where we joined the story with our Gospel passage today.

And the Bible goes on to tell us that, within a while, Jesus has appeared to over 500 people, and the number of believers has grown into the thousands and then the tens of thousands.  But in the end though, how much does it matter who it is who’s ‘first’?
Before his death and resurrection (maybe only a couple of weeks or so before) Jesus had told a story about a bunch of labourers in a vineyard – a story of absurd economics, and anathema to all union stewards.

It’s about an employer who keeps going down to the job centre and recruiting more workers, no doubt ending up with far more than he actually needed.  Then at the end of the day he gives everyone the same, full day’s wage – even to those who only started working less than an hour ago.

“How unfair!” screams the union rep – as (I suspect, if we’re honest) does the part in each of us which instinctively thinks in terms of merit and reward.  Especially when Jesus rounds off the story with the words “the last will be first, and the first last”.

But the point Jesus is making is this: the offer of new life, eternal life, which is available because of his death on the cross and rising to life three days later, is not an offer which has anything to do with ‘merit and reward’, but everything to do with the amazing grace and generosity of God.
It’s an offer he makes to each and every one of us (from the first disciples to you, me and everyone else today) on exactly the same basis – whether we accept the offer ‘nice and early’ (and put in a lifetime of ‘Christian service’) or accept it only at the 11th hour.

And I don’t think that when he says “the first will be last” Jesus is meaning that those who’ve been following Christ for years and years are automatically lower-valued and sent to the back behind the ‘new guard’.
Rather, I think he’s warning us that the longer we’ve been Christians, the more we can sometimes be tempted to feel ‘self-justified’, and to take him for granted – the more that vital sense of gratitude can get turned into a sense of grumbling.  And if we let that happen, we end up much the poorer for it.  
But we don’t need to let that happen – so long as we keep coming back to that glorious message of Easter (to the cross of the Friday and the empty tomb of the Sunday), and we keep renewing our appreciation of all that the risen Christ has done for us.  And the example of the disciples that we see from today’s readings (and from the book of Acts and early Christian history more generally) can help us in that.
The disciples must have felt very strange (all hot and cold) that first Easter Sunday evening – expectant yet confused, hopeful yet fearful, trying to work out just what was going on.  It must have been pretty disconcerting, to have Jesus suddenly appear in the room with them.  After all, the doors were locked; no-one was supposed to be able to get in.

But it really did seem to be ‘true’ – this actually was Jesus, pierced side and all, but alive and speaking to them.  What joy!  What’s he going to say to us, though?  Is he going to tear us off a strip for our lack of faith and courage, like an angry Sergeant-Major?
No – quite the opposite.  “Peace be with you”, he says (twice, to make sure they get the point).  A message of restoration and safety, a word of great reassurance: “I’m not going to hold your failures against you”.

Then he starts to lead them on from the past and into the future – “as the Father has sent me, so I send you”.  And I will still be with you in that task, because I’m giving you my Holy Spirit – the Holy Spirit who was poured out on them a few weeks later, at Pentecost,  
Our passage from Acts this morning was probably then just a few months further on from that, and we can see just how big a transformation has taken place in the disciples’ lives in that short time.  

The Peter who denied three times that he had anything to do with Jesus is no longer a fearful figure hiding in the shadows – but he’s now a fearless leader, unafraid to tell Jesus’ story as it is, regardless of any attempts of human authorities to stop him.
All the disciples have by now become driven by one great passion – to witness to what God has done in sending his one and only Son, to be put to death on a cross and raised to life again, that our sins might be forgiven.

And that includes Thomas, the guy who came late to the party.  Having for some reason missed that first Sunday evening, he at first seems to become the ‘arch-sceptic’: what the other disciples were claiming couldn’t possibly be true – hadn’t they seen all those awful wounds that had killed him?  
But maybe Thomas wasn’t quite as sure as he was making out.  If he was that convinced it was all a load of rubbish, why (I wonder) was he still hanging around with these folk a week later? – when, at the same time, in the same place, with the same locked doors and the same sudden entry, come exactly those same words as before: “Peace be with you”.
The immediate result: the apparent ‘arch-sceptic’ comes out with the most profound confession, “My Lord and my God!”  And in a little while – according to Christian tradition – out he goes, to share his experience of the risen Christ with others, becoming a missionary in India.
For as the verse in the middle of our Acts reading put it: “With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all”.  All of them – those of them who believed in the risen Christ first, and those who believed later.  What counted was not when they first believed, but how they responded once they did believe.
