11th April 2010
Jn 20: 19–31

An eye witness account
Introduction

Many years ago I was the local beat officer for a large teaching hospital that had a real problem with minor thefts. No area of the hospital was immune. At one point staff working in a big research block started to report thefts of money, petty cash and the like. There was no evidence to suggest who was responsible and the only thing I had to go on was that the thefts occurred apparently overnight or at weekends.
Now I was a keen copper and didn’t like the idea that someone was pinching money and in doing so creating a bad atmosphere in this work place.

So one night I marked up some bank notes in a petty cash tin kept in a particular office, moved a filing cabinet so I could fit behind it without being seen and waited...

Fortunately not too long into my wait, the door was opened and the light came on. Into the office came two men and proceeded to search the desks, in the course of which they found the petty cash tin and as I found out when they left had taken the marked notes.  

Now I only caught a glimpse of them from my hiding place, but just enough to identify them. All this happened when the building was locked and there were only two men on duty. When I confronted them, initially they denied it, until I searched both and found the marked bank notes. 
The men subsequently appeared in court and were found guilty. This whole case hinged on my evidence as an eye witness backed up by documentary evidence in the form of the bank notes.

This story illustrates the evidential importance of eye witness accounts and I’m sure you can think of many more situations you have knowledge of that convinced you of the truthfulness of a situation or story.

A familiar story

Now for most of us the story of that first Easter is very familiar. But not for some people especially non Christians, who maintain that there is little credibility in the story as seemingly each account by the gospel writers seems to vary in detail. 
The Christian counter argument hinges on the fact that eye witness accounts will all vary in some small way, because each person will see the same incident from a slightly different perspective. It is not until the whole evidence gathering process has been completed that the whole picture emerges.

Now the resurrection appearances are a case in point; it can’t be stressed strongly enough that if they are dismissed as fiction, then as Paul tells us, ‘if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith’. (1 Cor 15:14) And later, ‘if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile: you are still in your sins.’ (1 Cor 15:17)
We have at this point in John’s gospel reading this morning, two resurrection appearances. On the first occasion the disciples were together but Thomas was missing and his subsequent conversation with them indicates that he is not prepared to believe what they tell him despite them being eye witnesses. However Jesus appears on the second occasion and invites Thomas to touch him. So now despite Thomas’ initial scepticism he becomes an eye witness.
Which is all well and good until the reader of the gospel asks the question, ‘How much can I rely on these stories being the truth? In other words is John writing as an eye witness or as someone who has compiled the stories? On one level stories compiled using an authentic source such as eye witnesses are valid as truth, however much more weight can be placed on stories if the writer actually witnessed them. 
John as eye witness

What evidence is there that the author of the gospel actually witnessed the events? The internal evidence appears like this, ‘We have seen his glory’ (1:14). Who are the ‘we’? The answer is given after the first miracle at Cana, ‘His disciples.’ (2:11)

But which disciple wrote the account? For an answer we must move the end of the gospel after Jesus re-instates Peter when there is a conversation about the ‘disciple Jesus loved’ (21:20). The subsequent conversation culminates in, ‘this is the disciple who testifies to these things and wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.’ (21:24) But who is he? He is first mentioned as such in the Last Supper account of 13:23, so we know that he is one of the twelve apostles. But he is not Peter, Philip, Thomas, Judas Iscariot or Judas the son of James (also known as Thaddaeus (Mk 3:16)). They are specifically named in chapters 13 through to 16.
He is one of the seven mentioned in the list in 21:2, but not Simon Peter, Thomas or Nathanael. On this view he is either John son of Zebedee (but not his brother James) or one of the ‘two other disciples.’
So based on the list of the apostles in the Synoptic gospels and Acts only the following remain – Matthew, Simon the Zealot, James son of Alphaeus, Andrew (Peter’s brother) and John son of Zebedee. Of these Matthew wrote one gospel and therefore is unlikely to have written another, Simon and James even from the early days of the church have never been seen as contenders as the gospel writer; which leaves the writer as John the son of Zebedee. 
The conclusion from the internal evidence in John’s gospel is corroborated from the Synoptic gospels. We have already noted the closeness of Peter and the ‘disciple who Jesus loved.’ (Jn 20:2); which raises the question, ‘What disciple from other NT writers is associated with Peter? If we look at Lk 22:8; Acts 3-4; Gal 2:9, we have our answer – John the son of Zebedee.
John doesn’t explicitly name himself as the author; in fairness neither do the other gospel writers and that should be no bar to his acceptance. However he does position himself at the key events in Jesus’ ministry. The strongest evidence for this is that he did so because it was historic fact. He was not only one of the twelve he was also part of Jesus’; ‘inner circle’ for example, Lk 5:8-10 (catch of fish); Mk 5:37 (the raising of Jairus’ daughter); Mk 9:2 (The Transfiguration); Mk 13:3 (the end times) and Mk 14:33 (The Garden of Gethsemane). 

Why does all this matter? 

On the face of it this could all seem an academic exercise and quite a detailed one at that! However I return to a point I made earlier concerning the validity of the gospel stories under the critical eye of non Christians, who question them.

Holding that John the son of Zebedee is the writer matters a great deal because as he mentions in the final verse of our reading, ‘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.’ We therefore have authentic eye witness evidence not only of Jesus’ ministry but of the event that changed the world and can change people’s lives, namely the truth of the Resurrection. 
Where can this truth take us?

One of the amazing effects of the Resurrection was that it turned a bunch of frightened, demoralised and uncertain men and women into being the biggest agents of change the world has ever known. Why? To put it quite simply they witnessed the truth and did something about it.

How can we effect change like that? In many ways it is a question of energy. What we seek here is energy going in the right direction. There can be energy directed in the opposite way, for example a desire to keep things as they are or just keeping things going. ‘Survival is a powerful motivator’ as Robert Warren mentions in his book The Healthy Churches’ Handbook.

But as he continues, whilst these things are not in themselves bad, they are not sufficient as the foundational basis for the life of any church, which as he says should be a living community of disciples following the Risen Lord
 who calls us to follow Him in such a way that engages with His teaching and His mission in this community. In other words our energy source is a faith that each member of this Christian community engages in and with. Warren’s view is one I personally subscribe to and whole heartily endorse as being the only effective way of Christian witness.
� Warren, R. (2004) The Healthy Churches Handbook, page 19 Church House Publishing, London.
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