
Sermon for 4.28.19 “Sent to Forgive” Faith Lutheran Church 

 True confession: sometimes I get all caught up in the stories in the Gospel and kind of 

miss the point ... But this week I’m going to try very hard to resist the pull of the story of Jesus’ 

appearances to his disciples and get right to the point... 

 And I’m doing this because I think the point here is huge!  But it’s right there in the 

middle of this great story where Jesus comes back to his disciples; but—of course—Thomas 

misses his appearance and he clings to his un-belief until Jesus comes again and shows him the 

wounds in his hands and side and then Thomas exhales this incredible confession of faith: “My 

Lord and my God!”  And it’s tempting to make that the whole point of the story...  

 It’s a great point, but I don’t think it’s the whole point, because there’s another point that 

rises to us when Jesus breathes on his disciples and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive 

the sins of any they are forgiven, if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  And in John’s 

Gospel that’s the coming of the Holy Spirit and the commissioning of his disciples to go out and 

continue his ministry in his name. 

 And that’s what John’s witness to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is supposed to 

drive us into: a sure and certain faith that Jesus is indeed our Lord and our God who empowers 

and sends us to proclaim the good news of forgiveness of sins to our world.  That’s what Jesus’ 

mission was all about according to John: Jesus was sent into a world wallowing in preconceived 

notions and assumptions of its sinfulness and its inability to be reconciled to God again.  But 

Jesus came to proclaim release and peace and forgiveness to us.   

 That’s what John’s Jesus means when he says: "Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.  Those who 

believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because 

they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.”  And that’s the deal! 

 The world was right about its sinfulness, and it was right to feel terrible about that, and it 

was right to think that it was incapable of doing anything about it on its own.  But what it wasn’t 

right about was who our God is; it wasn’t right in thinking our God was incapable of forgiving 

our sins—even those we think are unforgivable—through the sheer purity and magnitude of 

God’s love for us.  That’s where the teachers and preachers of the past had been mistaken... and 

that’s why God had to come among us in the person of Jesus Christ... to reveal the truth about the 

nature of our God.  To show those of us living in the darkness of our selfishness and sinfulness—

and our own guilt and hopelessness—that God is better than that; God is too powerful to be 

trapped in the legalistic mechanisms of some supposed system of Divine Justice created and 

assumed by human minds. 

 The light that burst into the darkness of our self-condemnation was the revelation of 

God’s love and mercy through Christ; and now—at least in John’s theology—the only sin is 

choosing to stay in that darkness rather than accepting Jesus at his word and rejoicing in God’s 

goodness.  Sin is choosing to remain in the bonds of our captivity by refusing to acknowledge the 

grace of God that frees us. 

 In his children’s book called “The Last Battle” CS Lewis creates an image of people who 

are forced to enter this old barn where—they’re told—the pagan god will tear them limb-from-

limb.  But as the different people enter—or are forced inside—they find something very 

different.  For those following the true God they find the inside of the barn to be brightly lit with 

a feast of fine foods spread out for all to enjoy.  And those following the true God fall to feasting 

and then they enter into this majestic adventure as they rush higher up and further into the 

kingdom of paradise.   

 But some others were thrown into the barn even though they didn’t follow the true God; 

and for them they see nothing but darkness and filth, and they can’t understand what these others 

are talking about when they invite them to join in the feast.  They’re blind to it, so they huddle in 

the corner, starving and refusing to eat, or acknowledge the truth... self-condemned. 



2 
 

 And I think that’s very much an image that John would resonate with.  This is what our 

world is like.  Some grasp the good news of a God of grace, while others close their eyes and live 

on in the darkness they assume must be the truth.  Some hear God’s forgiveness proclaimed from 

the cross and accept it and walk through that door into a new day, while others doubt it and 

remain in the darkness of the same old prison.  Some meet the risen Lord and think he’s just the 

gardener, but others hear his voice calling their name and know it’s God’s vindication, God’s 

revelation, God’s triumphant victory over death and guilt and hopelessness. 

 And those of us who have heard, those of us who’ve glimpsed, those of us who may still 

harbor doubts—but are somewhat inclined to believe—are endowed with the gift of the Spirit to 

go out and share the message of grace with our neighbors and our world.  That’s the mission; 

forgiveness is the mission.  Not that we’d just accept God’s forgiveness of our sins and cherish it 

like a trophy on our shelves; we’re to ingest it and be transformed by it into people who forgive 

because we are forgiven.  That’s exactly what we pray for every week, “And forgive us our sins 

as we forgive those who sin against us.”  

 And that’s not just what we’re supposed to do individually—that’s the mission Jesus 

gave the church as well.  We’re given the Spirit to go out and forgive the sins of others.  I truly 

believe that’s what his words mean here.  We’re told that the sins we forgive will be forgiven, 

but the sins we retain will be retained; and I don’t think of this as really giving us the option to 

forgive or retain sins.  I think this is a promise and a warning.  The promise is that those sins that 

we forgive will indeed be forgiven; and the warning is that those sins we don’t forgive will be 

retained; they’ll continue eating away at the lost, the guilty, the hopeless, until the one whose 

mercy is boundless finally embraces them in death and releases them into life.   

 And I imagine the Lord looking at us with deep sorrow in his eyes, “Couldn’t you have 

made this one’s life a little brighter, a little more bearable than it was by sharing my forgiveness?  

Did your pride and hurt feelings and selfishness really need to keep her locked in a hell of self-

condemnation for so long? Did you learn nothing from my life, my sacrifice, and the forgiveness 

I extended to you?  Wasn’t that what I commissioned you to do?” 

 I want to end with a quote by Robert Capon: “The church is not in the morals business. 

The world is in the morals business, quite rightfully; and it has done a fine job of it, all things 

considered. The history of the world's moral codes is a monument to the labors of many 

philosophers, and it is a monument of striking unity and beauty. As C.S. Lewis said, anyone who 

thinks the moral codes of mankind are all different should be locked up in a library and be made 

to read three days' worth of them. He would be bored silly by the sheer sameness. 

 What the world cannot get right, however, is the forgiveness business – and that, of 

course, is the church's real job. She is in the world to deal with the Sin which the world can't turn 

off or escape from. She is not in the business of telling the world what's right and wrong so that it 

can do good and avoid evil. She is in the business of offering, to a world which knows all about 

that tiresome subject, forgiveness for its chronic unwillingness to take its own advice. But the 

minute she even hints that morals, and not forgiveness, is the name of her game, she instantly 

corrupts the Gospel and runs headlong into blatant nonsense. 

 The church becomes, not Ms. Forgiven Sinner, but Ms. Right. Christianity becomes the 

good guys in here versus the bad guys out there. Which, of course, is pure tripe. The church is 

nothing but the world under the sign of baptism. ...” 

 And, that pretty much sums it up.  That’s what it means to be a people transformed for 

mission by the Easter story.  May we grasp the reality of God revealed in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ. And may we be filled with his Spirit to go out and share the same 

forgiveness we’ve known with others; boldly in his name, and through his power.  Amen 


