
 

John 20:19–23, Peace to You! 
5/31/20 Pentecost Sunday 
Pastor Alex Amiot 

 
John 20:19-23 (NKJV), 19 Then, the same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when 
the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 
stood in the midst, and said to them, “Peace be with you.” 20 When He had said this, He showed 
them His hands and His side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 

21 So Jesus said to them again, “Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.” 22                     

And 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.” 

 
Blessed Pentecost Sunday to you! The Holy Spirit has come to dwell within you who 

believe and are baptized because the Father and the Son sent Him on this day of Pentecost, 50 
days after Christ rose from the dead, and just 10 days after He ascended into heaven. 

God the Holy Spirit works through the Law in the Word of God to convict hearts of sin. 
He also works through the Gospel in the Word of God to grant you faith so that you believe and 
receive the forgiveness of those sins on account of Jesus Christ. 

When Jesus appeared to His disciples in today’s sermon text from John chapter 20, were 
His words to them Law or Gospel? This was still Easter Sunday, just later in the day. The 
disciples were frightened and cowering, hidden away in a locked room for fear that they might 
be killed like Jesus was. They still didn’t believe the report of the women that Christ had risen. 

John 20:19 says, “Then, the same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when 
the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 
stood in the midst, and said to them…” What did He say? Did He stand in their midst and say, 
“I’ve had enough of you scaredy cats of little faith!”?  

That’s the Law that they deserved to hear. They had deserted Him, denied Him, they 
disbelieved the report of His resurrection from the witnesses who had seen Christ earlier that 
day. They may have deserved words of Law, but Jesus just finished paying for what they 
deserved when He died for them on the cross. 

He gave them the pure Gospel. “Peace be with you,” He said. These words of peace and 
comfort absolved their sin, cured their doubt, and made them glad. 

Like the disciples, we have sinned. Like the disciples, we deserve only words of Law, not 
words of peace with God. And yet Romans 5:1 says, “Therefore, since we have been justified by 
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Jesus, who bore the disciples’ sins on the cross, announced peace to their troubled hearts. 
And today, Jesus, who bore your sins on the cross, announces peace to you who confess your 
sins to God and believe in Jesus Christ for your salvation. 
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To troubled hearts, Jesus speaks words of life. Three times He tells the disciples, “Peace 
to you.” And His Word is active—it does things. They went from fear to gladness; from unbelief 
to belief. 

Mary Magdalene had seen the risen Lord as she left the tomb, and she told the disciples, 
but they didn’t believe her. The two disciples who talked with Jesus on the road just minutes or 
hours before this evening meeting had told them that they saw the risen Lord, and they didn’t 
believe them. Jesus had told them three times before He died that He would rise on the third day, 
and they didn’t believe Him, either. 

The disciples are drowning in a sea of doubt and fear, and suddenly Jesus appears. With 
words of life He dispels fear and He creates faith. John 20:21 says that those sad disciples were 
glad when they saw the Lord. 

They had miserably failed to be good disciples. At this point we might expect Jesus to 
start over with a new batch of disciples that wouldn’t let Him down, but He doesn’t. In His death 
and Resurrection, Jesus had forgiven their sins and made peace between them and God. 

In verse twenty-one, Jesus said again, “Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me, I also 
send you.” He commissioned them to spread the Gospel. He “apostled” them. He “sent” them. 
Were they sendable people? Were they the missionary type? Did they prove themselves to be 
worthy to be sent into ministry? 

Not at all. As they say, God doesn’t just send those who are already equipped, He equips 
those whom He sends. These disciples look miserable and weak when Jesus finds them, but with 
His words of life He restores their faith and He sends them. 

We may be weak like the disciples, but the Spirit of God is with us to be our strength. 
When King David confessed His sin to God in Psalm 51 which we’ll sing after the 

message. David said, “[O God], Cast me not away from your presence, and take not your Holy 
Spirit from me. Restore unto me the joy of your salvation and uphold me with your free Spirit.” 
In John 20:22, Jesus answers that prayer for His disciples by restoring to them the Holy Spirit. 

And what did receiving the Holy Spirit equip them for? Jesus had spoken the comforting 
words of life to their hearts which were broken by sorrow and fear of death, and here He equips 
them with the keys, the authority, to speak those same words of life to others. 

In John 20:23, Jesus told the disciples, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven 
them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  Jesus is saying, “Just as I have spoken 
words of life to you broken people, you speak words of life to other broken people.” 

But Jesus is referring to a very specific kind of life-giving word. When He gives the 
power of the keys to the disciples here, the word of comfort He’s directing them to give others is 
the declaration that their sins are forgiven. And on the other side of the same coin, He’s directing 
them to give a word of admonition—of rebuke—to the unrepentant, that their sins are not 
forgiven if they continue in unrepentance. 

This directive to forgive and withhold forgiveness is called the office of the keys, or the 
power of the keys. It’s a gift Jesus gave to the Church. He spoke words of life to the apostles, 
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and He instituted the office of the keys to be a continual distribution of the word-of-life, that 
your sins are forgiven on account of Jesus Christ. 

“If you forgive the sins of any,” Jesus said, “they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins 
of any, they are retained.” If someone comes to you and they are burdened by their sin; they’re 
sorry for it; the guilt has been gnawing away at them; and they’re sorry for sinning against God 
and their neighbor, what should you tell them? 

Don’t tell them words of Law: “Try harder next time;” or “What kind of Christian are 
you?” If they are confessing their sins, you as a believing member of the Church of God, have 
been given the office of the keys. What you should tell a sorry sinner is that they are forgiven 
before God because of what Jesus did for them. Jesus bore the sin they are confessing in His 
body on the tree, so it’s no longer counted against them. TELL them, “You are forgiven.” 

Sorry sinners need the comfort of words of life. Proud sinners who wish to continue in 
their sin need the rebuke that if they plan to continue sinning, they are not forgiven. During the 
worship service, when we confess our sins together before God, I as your pastor trust that you 
mean it.  

I trust that you’re a sorry sinner who does not delight in continuing in your sin, but 
desires to forsake it and bear fruit in keeping with repentance. So when you make that general 
confession of sin in church, what should I tell you? Should I say, “Try harder next time,” or “Be 
more of a committed person,” or “Are you really sorry?” 

No. That would be withholding forgiveness. Christ gave those pitiful disciples words of 
life which made them glad and created and strengthened their faith, and that is what He gives us 
when we hear the word of forgiveness from one another. 

So confess your sins to one another, and speak words of life and forgiveness to one 
another. And invite each other to walk in the light, saying something like, “Now that you have 
confessed your sins and have been forgiven, bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” 

When you hear that absolution, that declaration of grace, your sins really are forgiven, 
and you can take the word of forgiveness from your brother or sister as confidently as if Jesus 
Himself entered your room and told you, “Peace be unto you.” 

Whenever you feel convicted of sin, you can pause where you are and confess it to God 
and believe that your sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake. If you find it hard to grasp that you’re 
really forgiven, God has mercifully ordained that we may also hear these words from someone 
else’s lips. 

Much of our doctrine is summarized briefly in the Augsburg Confession, which starts on 
page 80 at the front of your hymnal. On page 87, a few words are given to explain what we 
believe about confession and absolution--this office of the keys which Christ is instituting in 
John 20:23. I’ll read some from Article 25 regarding Confession of Sin from the Augsburg 
Confession. 

It says, “Confession has not been abolished by the preachers on our side [that is, 
Confession has not been abolished by Lutheran congregations]. The custom has been retained 

3 
 



 

among us of not administering the sacrament to those who have not previously been examined 
and absolved.  

“At the same time the people are carefully instructed concerning the consolation of the 
Word of absolution so that they may esteem absolution as a great and precious thing. It is not the 
voice or word of the man who speaks it, but it is the Word of God, who forgives sin, for it is 
spoken in God’s stead and by God’s command.  

“We teach with great diligence about this command and power of keys and how 
comforting and necessary it is for terrified consciences. We also teach that God requires us to 
believe this absolution as much as if we heard God’s voice from heaven, that we should joyfully 
comfort ourselves with absolution, and that we should know that through such faith we obtain 
forgiveness of sins.” 

Friends, the confession and absolution part of our service isn’t just a routine thing or a 
tradition thing—it’s a God-ordained thing. We are actually doing the very thing Jesus told the 
Church to do.  

When you hear me declare that for Christ’s sake your sins are forgiven, you can take that 
to the bank, because it’s not my power or goodness that could ever enable me to forgive your 
sins, it’s by the command of Christ that I speak words of His forgiveness, and it’s through His 
shed blood on the cross that you are forgiven. 

With faith in Christ Jesus, receive that forgiveness. And with confidence in His work, 
proclaim that forgiveness to your brothers and sisters in Christ who come to you confidentially 
confessing the burden of their sin or self-disappointment. To speak and to hear such words of 
forgiveness and assurance and life is a great and precious thing. 

Our assurance comes from the Word. The Word of God stands forever, and it’s a fountain 
of life to all who believe. Jesus spoke words of life to the disciples that evening after Easter 
morning. And by establishing the office of the keys, He comforts us with His words of life as His 
forgiveness is spoken to us through the lips of our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

We aren’t worthy to receive forgiveness. But by Christ’s Word we are forgiven. We may 
not feel worthy to tell our brothers and sisters in Christ that they are forgiven, but we don’t do it 
in our strength—the disciples sure didn’t have the strength in themselves to do it—I sure don’t 
have authority within myself to forgive sins—but by Christ’s command we proclaim that 
comfort to burdened hearts. 

So if you are not happy about your sins, but rather you are sorry, contrite, and grieved 
that you have broken God’s commandments and sinned against Him and against your neighbors, 
hear this word of life now as if from Christ Himself. “You are forgiven. Peace be with you.” 

And may that peace of God which transcends all understanding will guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 
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