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This Time with Spirit 
John 20:19-23 

 
Today we celebrate Pentecost--some call it the Birthday of the Church!  So, Happy 
Birthday, Church! 
Originally celebrated by the Jews as the "Feast of Weeks", it was a festival that 
commemorated the giving of the Law—that is, to commemorate the occasion when 
Moses received the 10 Commandments.  Now in the New Tetament, 50 days after 
Easter, believers gathered in Jerusalem. 
 
By chapter 2 of Acts, the disciples have had numerous encounters with the Risen Christ 
and now obediently await the promised Holy Spirit.  When the Spirit shows up, amazing 
things happen!  The Spirit's arrival is accompanied by special effects--the sound of 
rushing wind, the sound of multi-lingual voices praising God in languages known to 
those present from various other countries, and flames of fire dancing above the heads 
of all!  Pretty dramatic!  And when Peter preaches about Jesus' life, redemptive death, 
and life-giving resurrection, the Holy Spirit brings conviction upon the hearts of many, so 
that 3,000 people trust Christ as Savior and Lord and are added to the church’s 
membership that day. 
 
Did you know that there is more than one "Pentecost" in the Bible?  In Acts, chapter 10, 
while Peter is preaching to some Gentiles in Caesarea, the Holy Spirit fell upon them in 
the same way as in Acts, chapter 2.   
 
Today however, we are going to focus our attention on a different Pentecost, the one at 
the end of John's Gospel in chapter 20: 19-23 NIV. 
 
19 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house 
where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood 
among them and said, “Peace be with you.” 20 After he said this, he showed them his 
hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to 
them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”22 When he 
had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you 
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
retained.” 
 
According to John's account, early on what we now call Easter morning, Mary 
Magdalene arrives at the tomb only to discover that it is empty! Simon Peter and John 
run to the tomb. They find it empty, save for the linen cloths in which the body had been 
wrapped.  
 John reports he” …saw and believed; v9, for as yet they did not understand the 
scripture, that Christ must rise from the dead. v10 Then the disciples went home. 
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But Mary remains outside the tomb, weeping.  She encounters two angels with whom 
she has a brief exchange. Then she turns and sees a man she assumes is the 
gardener.  Only when he calls her by name does she recognize him as her Savior.  
 
After a brief conversation with Jesus… 
v18 Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and 
she told them what he had said to her. 
 
These are the events that precede the portion of the chapter that is the focus for this 
message. 
 
It is Easter evening. The disciples are gathered together, presumably in the upper room.  
They are afraid.  One wonders exactly what caused their fear...fear of the Jews is 
mentioned, but it was not the Jews who crucified Jesus but rather the Roman 
authorities. 
.  
In any case, the disciples are filled with fear.  Fear is a powerful human emotion. Fear is 
most likely a reaction to an external threat, real or perceived.  Fear causes us to move 
instinctively into survival mode and to respond with one of two reactions: Fight or Flight! 
 
In this instance, it is not really clear what the disciples fear, but they have reacted with 
"flight".  They have withdrawn. They are in lock-down. (When one lives in constant fear, 
it can actually rewire the brain so that one can no longer distinguish between a real 
threat and an imagined one.  Unfortunately this is one symptom of Post-Traumatic-
Stress-Disorder.) 
 
What do you and I fear?  What causes us to shut ourselves in and lock ourselves 
down? 
 
Do you fear the authorities?  The disciples did. Perhaps they feared suffering the same 
fate as Jesus, though at the time Christianity was very new and believers were not 
persecuted.   
 
It's very possible that they were confused and did not understand all that had happened.  
Maybe they disagreed about what they were supposed to be doing next, so they simply 
hunker down behind closed doors.  
 
What is your greatest fear? Is it real, or imagined? 
As we learned last week, God does not want our lives to be consumed with worry or 
with fear!  Worry and fear are not from God! 
 
Whatever it is that we fear can drive us to huddle up behind closed doors.   
 
Are the disciples hiding from the horrors of the crucifixion, or are they hiding from the 
wonder of the resurrection? 
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Resurrection upsets the status quo as much as the crucifixion did. It is beyond the realm 
of their previous experience.  
 
One scholar suggests that the disciples may fear running into the resurrected Jesus! 
 Why?  Well, let's see...they had all deserted Jesus in His hour of need. They fell asleep 
when all Jesus asked was that they stay awake with him in the Garden of Gethsemane. 
  
 
And Peter?  He denied Jesus not once or twice, but three times. Peter could only 
imagine hearing Jesus say to him: "I told you so!" If I were in the disciples' sandals, I'm 
not sure I'd run toward a face to face encounter with Jesus either.  I’d probably be more 
likely to join the huddle, behind locked doors. 
 
The disciples could have done what churches typically do in times of trouble or 
controversy:  form a committee to study the problem; call a special session meeting, or 
draft a new mission/vision statement. They did none of these things. 
 
The really good news is that Jesus does not only not stay in the tomb, Jesus does 
not let their fear keep him locked out!   
 
The Resurrected Jesus shows up in the midst of all their fears--not with recriminations, 
or guilt trips. No "I told you so!" for Peter.   
 
Jesus had every right to condemn, but instead, the Risen Christ enters into their guilty, 
fear-driven huddle and offers peace!  Peace is the first word out of Jesus' mouth and he 
repeats it:  Peace.  Shalom.  
  
What is this peace that Jesus offers to them and to us?? 
Peace is far more than absence of conflict.  That is significant, but that is only one 
dimension of the peace Jesus offers.   
 
"The definition of peace begins with "the absence of war or hostility." But the dictionary 
also describes peace as "freedom from quarrels and disagreements; harmonious 
relations." The Old Testament word for peace is the Hebrew word “shalom” which 
includes the idea of wholeness and well-being—everything being as it should be. The 
New Testament Greek word, “eirene”, was often used to describe community life, where 
people got along with each other, where prosperity and opportunity prevailed."  (Bryan 

Wilkerson)   
 
Jesus’ words in John 14:25-27 describe the deep interior peace that accompanies the 
presence of the Holy Spirit, and how unlike the world’s peace it is: 25 “All this I have 
spoken while still with you. 26 But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will 
send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said 
to you. 27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world 
gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” NIV 
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Peace is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:22-23)  As a church we trust that 
the Spirit can make us one--not that we all agree about everything, but rather that we 
can with the Spirit's help, be enabled to live in peace, harmony, and spiritual vitality as 
we worship and serve the Lord.  
 
Peace is the fruit of forgiveness.  "Jesus' appearance in this context of fear 
culminates with one of the distinctive marks of the Christian Community; the practice of 
forgiveness.  Forgiveness calls us to trust in God's power to initiate resurrection in our 
midst, precisely where we least expect it."  (Robert Hoch)  
 
The disciples thought this was the end of the road.   Jesus says this is the beginning!   
The disciples thought they were done.  Jesus says no way. 
Jesus practices what he wants the disciples to preach!  Jesus offers forgiveness, and 
the gift of peace. 
 
Next, Jesus commissions the disciples for ministry! 
 "Just as the Father sent me, I send you."v.21 
 
I discovered an interesting play on words in this passage.  
 
The word in Greek for "closed” (as in “behind closed doors”) is "klesio".  The name 
given to the new community that forms at Pentecost is "ek-klesia"--same word, with a 
prefix added.  
 
We are the church, "ek-elesia" or the “Called out ones” not the ones behind closed 
doors!  We cannot stay huddled up inside a building and be the church.  The church 
consists of Jesus' disciples who are commissioned and sent out, empowered by the 
Holy Spirit to move beyond closed doors! 
 
Here in John's gospel the disciples experience their own personal Pentecost! 
Jesus "breathed on them and said, 'Receive the Holy Spirit".  In both Hebrew and 
Greek, the word for "breath" is the same word for "Spirit" (and “wind”).  Without breath 
there is no life. Without the Holy Spirit there is no peace, nor is there forgiveness.  
 
Here the disciples receive the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ very breath. They (and we) are 
commissioned and empowered to go out to be peacemakers and forgivers.  That 
is the mission of the church: To share the good news that peace and forgiveness are 
real possibilities because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus! 
 
We are to be in the business of forgiving others! 
 
While serving a previous church, the office was broken into and various small 
electronics pieces were stolen.  Soon the thieves were apprehended and the items 
returned.  Months later, I was summoned to the main office.  A tall, skinny teenager with 
sandy hair said he needed to talk to one of the pastors, so we sat down.  He was 
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nervous in the extreme, squirming in the chair.  After taking some deep breaths he 
blurted out: "I'm one of the kids who broke into your church".  Once he got that off his 
chest, he began to relax.   
 
He told me that as a first time teen offender, he was in put in a special program that 
allowed him to stay in school, do community service, and learn about making better 
choices, etc.   
 
He said, "Getting caught was actually the best thing that ever happened to me.  I 
realized I was going down the wrong path.  I'm making better choices, I have new 
friends.  I have a really good counselor who told me I needed to come and talk to 
you about what I did.  I'm really sorry and I won't be breaking the law again.  I have 
goals for my life now...."   
 
He told me how, at first, he thought getting caught was the end of the road, but it turned 
out to be a new beginning.  And how he felt as if a weight lifted from his shoulders after 
he confessed his part in the theft.   
 
It was so humbling to be able to say to him: 
 
"Greg, God is in the business of forgiveness, so the church is in the business of 
forgiveness.  I can tell you, that because of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, you 
are forgiven.  You’re welcome here anytime, and by the way, next time come in the front 
door!"  
 
Standing taller now than when he came in, he left with a big smile on his face. 
 
Jesus taught us to pray: Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.   
 
There’s the rub, isn’t it.  We know God forgives us, but forgiving others, or even 
forgiving ourselves is easier said than done. And yet this is the ministry we are called to.  
The Holy Spirit is the One who works in our lives to bring conviction of sin and leads us 
to faith in Christ.  And let’s be clear: God alone does the actual forgiving, but ours is to 
share this good news and lavish this same grace upon others as God has upon us.   
 
Each week in worship we include a prayer of confession and an assurance of pardon.  I 
don’t know about you, but I somehow manage to rack up a pile of debts in my “sin 
account” during the week.  I need to come clean before God and sometimes I need to 
go to others and be reconciled with them. 
 
Forgiveness is God’s gift to bring healing and to set captives free.  “To forgive means to 
release—with God’s help—our grudging resentment and desire for revenge that we hold 
against those who deeply and wrongfully hurt us.” (Lewis Smedes) 
 
Holding a grudge of unforgiveness is like holding acid in one’s bare hands. It only hurts 
the one holding it!  I have a friend named Steve who was treated badly by a former 
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employer.  Steve moved on to another position but still carries resentment about events 
that happened over 20 years ago!  Sadly, Steve is the one – by his failure to forgive—
who is held captive. He is the one being punished.  Steve has surrendered his present 
to the person who wronged him in the past.   
 
When we forgive, we set a prisoner free, and we discover that the person we set free is 
us! (Lew Smedes) 
Forgiveness means we can be at peace with ourselves and be glad in the presence of 
others.  It is a good day when we can celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit! 
 
The Holy Spirit empowers us to be free from worry, from fear, guilt, and resentment. 
free to fulfill our commission as those who are sent out into the world  
to share the good news of Peace and the Forgiveness that both come from God. 

John Zahl wrote about receiving a truly amazing gift: 

 John had a friend who was the owner of a local high-end department store. This person 

gave John a very generous gift certificate for his store. When John went shopping, he 

selected a sports coat, a dress shirt, and a pair of shoes. He wanted to be sure the total 

of the purchases exceeded the amount of the gift certificate, so that he could in a small 

way repay the gentleman’s generosity 

At the register a clerk totaled up the items.  As his friend bagged up the items, he 

placed the gift certificate in front of John announcing: "Well, it looks like you've only 

spent a little more than half of your credit with us." 

John was shocked. At that moment he realized he had been charged less than half 

price! 

A few weeks later, John returned to the store with his wife. They fully intended to show 

their appreciation by overspending the balance on the gift card. So this time they 

selected a huge armload of clothing and accessories. With the gift certificate in hand, 

they waited as the items were rung up. 

Finally, when the bags were full, his friend turned to them and said, "You're not going to 

believe this. The total comes to exactly zero."  

They began to protest: "That can't be right. The total should be greater than what was left on the 

gift card." 

Then he said, "I don't think you understand how this gift certificate works. No matter 

what you owe, the total will always be zero.”  
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Finally they understood the arrangement. In their attempts to buy their way out of the 

debt, they had completely missed the value of the gift. (Adapted from John Zahl, "A Gift That Never 

Expires," Mockingbird blog 2-23-15) 

Friends—through the infilling of the Holy Spirit, we have received “the gift that keeps on 

giving”—God’s amazing grace in the forgiveness of our sins.    

Having received this gift, we cannot stay in fear behind locked doors! 

We are called out into the world to share “the gift that keeps on giving”— 

The gift of peace that comes from being forgiven and being forgivers! 

This is the meaning of Pentecost.  Happy Birthday, Church! 

 

 


