
Sermon for 4.23.17  Faith Lutheran Church 

“Sent to Forgive” 
Text: John 20.19-31 

 My premise this Easter Season is that there must be something about Jesus’ resurrection 

that actually changes us... or why bother?  And here’s where this thought comes from: if we see 

nothing else in the first disciples at least we see how dramatically the fact of the resurrection 

transforms this huddled mass of quivering cowards into men and women who boldly go out to a 

hostile world ready to face whatever dangers, humiliations, and persecutions might lie ahead, 

confident in God’s power and love. 

 They’ve been changed by their witness to the events of 

Christ’s Passion and death, and by the rumors of the empty tomb, and 

the words of those who claimed to have met the risen Christ, and 

finally by their own experience with our resurrected Lord.   And this 

is exactly the evidence that brought Rabbi Pinchas Lapide—a Jewish 

scholar of the New Testament—to believe in the resurrection of Jesus.  

And as I was thinking about that this week, I was wondering if there’s 

enough transformation in our lives today to cause anyone looking at 

us to even pause to wonder if the resurrection might have actually 

taken place.  I wonder... 

 Our text is the classic story of Jesus appearing to his followers shortly after his death.  

They’re all hiding behind locked doors for fear that the people who turned Jesus in would catch 

them and turn them in too.  And it’s the evening of the third day—which has been an odd day to 

say the least.  It started with Mary Magdalene heading out to the tomb where they laid Jesus.  

And when she got there the stone had been moved and she was so unnerved that she ran back 
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and told the disciples about it. So Peter and another disciple went to check it out and they found 

it just like she said: the stone rolled away; and the tomb empty. 

 So the two disciples skulked back and told the others about it and they immediately 

locked the door and huddled up in fear again.  Mary, on the other hand... they left her by the 

tomb, weeping.  But soon she returned with this strange story about angels who asked her why 

she was crying, and as she tried to explain herself a man appeared—and what with her crying 

and all—she thought he was the gardener.  So she asked if he’d moved Jesus’ body somewhere.  

And then this guy said, “Mary.”  And there was something about the way he said it; something 

familiar and exciting and almost too good to be true.  And she wiped her eyes, and she saw that it 

was Jesus himself—No, really, Jesus.  Yes!  That Jesus—and he was alive and she embraced him 

for a moment, and then he sent her to tell the disciples—and she ran as fast as she could.  And 

when they finally unlocked the door and let her in, she told them exactly what she’d seen. 

 And if you’re wondering if they believed her... we’ll our passage begins: “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...”  Of course they didn’t believe her; they’re still hiding 

behind locked doors, trembling with fear.  But that’s when Jesus slipped in and said “Peace be 

with you.”  And he showed them his hands and side and they rejoiced as they realized the truth—

that he really was alive again.  And he said “As the father has sent me, so I send you.”  And he 

breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  And then he said an odd thing: “If you 

forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the 

sins of any, they are retained." 

 And that’s the bit of the story I want to focus on today; 

that’s the commissioning in John.  Jesus gave the disciples all 
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the evidence they needed to know he’s alive and real, and he sent them to continue his work, and 

he breathed the Holy Spirit upon them—which is John’s version of Pentecost—and he told them 

what to do... and in a nutshell what they’re to do is: forgive sins. 

 And I believe this is exactly what the church has been called to do, but the church has 

gotten itself all mired down in trying to be something else instead. We’ve forgotten several 

things over the years.  We seem to have forgotten that Jesus really was raised from the dead.  

And in forgetting this we’ve set aside the essential motivation of our faith: that our God is in 

point of fact real. God isn’t just some philosophical construct we’ve created to help us deal with 

death and the dilemmas inherent in this life.  God is the actual creative force that brought all 

things into being, and God can still—from time to time—slip through the veil that separates this 

world from the heavenly kingdom and act in this realm with great power and compassion. 

 And the thing is: without a belief in this kind of God we tend to reduce our faith to a set 

of teachings about morals and laws and rituals that are certainly “nice” in their own right... but 

lack anything like the power of a relationship with the dynamic living God who is drawing us 

into the future. 

 And another thing we’ve forgotten is that we are “sent” to continue the mission Jesus 

began on this earth.  We are sent.  Not just those disciples way back then.  Those of us who have 

seen the God revealed in Christ Jesus—been awakened to the truth of God’s actual existence—

are being sent and empowered with the same Spirit that empowered him, to do what he has done. 

 Problem is: most of us seem to think our mission is to point out the moral faults of our 

neighbors who don’t go to church like we do—or don’t go to the right church—or those who 

curse or drink a little more than we’re comfortable with, or who fall short on the very extensive 

list of morals we keep track of...  And I suppose we think that if we point out all the places they 
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fall short of the glory of our ideals, then they’ll repent of 

their sins and—oh so very humbly—join our club. 

 But that’s not what we’ve been called to.  As 

Jesus commissions his disciples he reminds them of what 

he sees as central to their mission: that what they forgive 

is indeed forgiven... and what they refuse to forgive will 

remain unforgiven—at least in that person’s heart and 

mind—and they’ll remain condemned to bear that 

burden in this life until they meet the one who is always 

more ready to forgive than we ever seem to be. 

 And compared to our traditional take on our 

mission, this perspective might seem odd—but it’s so 

very harmonious with how Jesus describes his own 

mission.  He says he came not to condemn the world but 

that the world might be saved through him, and he taught 

his disciples to forgive and forgive and forgive again, 

and he taught them to forgive even their enemies, and he 

proved his willingness to live out that radical forgiveness even from the cross.   

 According to John, Jesus pictured this world as caught in the hell of its own self-

condemnation, and Jesus saw himself as the revelation of God’s forgiveness that brings peace 

and reconciliation to all—and releases all from the guilt and shame that torments them—and he 

ushers them into the light that heals and empowers them to be the children of God they were 

created to be.  And this is what we’re called to do.   
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 We’re called to proclaim the radical love—and absolute forgiveness—of God to the 

world, through the power of the Spirit, in the faith we’ve attained through the witness of the 

resurrection.  And it starts when our all too rational minds are confronted by the reality of the 

impossible—the risen Lord—and we’re startled to the point where we’re finally open to all sorts 

of impossible new possibilities (like the fact that God really does exist and love us all 

unconditionally).  And it’s at that point that the walls of our own assumptions begin to crumble 

and we glimpse this glorious new thing that God had intended all along: a world filled with 

people who love one another without condemnation and judgment; a world filled with people 

ready to forgive each other and be reconciled to one another just as 

God has forgiven and reconciles God’s self to us. 

And this is the mission we’ve been sent on by our risen Lord.  May 

we take this mission up and go into the world sharing not a 

message of harsh legalism and holier-than-thou piety, but the good 

news of God’s deep and eternal love that sees the brokenness 

beneath our sins, and longs for the true health and healing that 

comes through the power of real forgiveness—given and 

received—every day of our lives, in his name, through his power, 

and to his glory.  Amen. 
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