
Sermon full text [04-19-09] 
Page 1 of 4 

“Missouri Theology” / John 20:19-31  

We need to set the stage for our reading this morning.  It is the evening of the day of the Resurrection – 
what we now call Easter. The disciples are huddled together in a house, perhaps where they had the 
Passover Supper – they are terrified, in fear of the religious authorities.   

I am reading the first five verses, John 20:19-24:  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."  24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one 
of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came.    

Before we get to our friend Thomas, let’s stop there. First, we learn a little bit about the Resurrection 
body. Apparently, Jesus could move thru walls! And the disciples recognized him right away.  This is 
different than the episode on the Road to Emmaus, when “…they were kept from recognizing him.”  

And Jesus says to them, “Peace be with you.” Have you ever thought what he could have said? “Where 
did you guys go?  You all boasted that you would fight to the death in my defense, and what did you 
do?  You ran off!  Thanks a lot!”  

Think about it – how do you suppose they were feeling? They had narrowly escaped arrest with Jesus 
in the garden. Certainly, they were all ashamed they had run off. They had to deal with the terrible fact 
that one of their own had betrayed Jesus. They suddenly found themselves linked with this agitator 
who had been executed. They had heard the amazing account of the empty tomb, and some of them 
actually saw the place where Jesus’ body had been laid. Do you suppose they might have been 
discussing how to escape the city? Would the Jewish leaders send another detachment to arrest them as 
well?  

Let me suggest something else – this never occurred to me until this past week. Might it be possible 
that they felt betrayed by Jesus? He said he would rebuild the temple in three days! He said he would 
be their new king! All his promises had been false! And what happened instead? He was killed!  The 
Jews had killed Jesus, and they might be next!   

We can only imagine the terror and confusion that filled the room, and their hearts.   

Suddenly, Jesus appears and says, “Peace be with you.” This is not, “Hey, how’s it going?” It’s not, 
“Don’t worry, calm down, everything is going to be OK.” The Hebrew word shalom is more than that: 
Jesus is saying, “May God give you every good thing.”  

Then Jesus shows them his hands and his side – remember, Jesus was pierced for our transgressions.  

But there is something else here. We just agreed that we are seeing the Resurrection body. When we 
get to heaven, our bodies will be perfect. But what about Jesus?  Will he keep the marks in his hands 
and side?    
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When we are facing Jesus for all eternity, praising him forever, will we look at the marks and be even 
more thankful? “The disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.”   

Peace be with you – with one word, their fears disappear, and their hopes are renewed.  At his 
appearance, they are assured of his identity; at his appearance, their fears are calmed; at his 
appearance, the wild claims of his Resurrection are confirmed; at his appearance, everything Jesus had 
said about himself came to light; at his appearance, they have a motive to undertake a mission in Jesus’ 
name – Jesus is alive!   

Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you."   

As the Father has sent me, so I send you. Do you realize The Great Commission actually occurs five 
times in the New Testament? We normally think of it occurring only once, at the end of Matthew. It 
appears once at the end of each gospel, and in the beginning of Acts. Matthew emphasizes the 
authority of the Lord; Mark emphasizes the final judgment; Luke presents the commission as the 
fulfillment of prophecy; Acts presents a program for world evangelism.   

The fifth time, in our passage this morning, John connects our commissioning to the prior 
commissioning of our Lord. "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you." Note how 
John connects peace with sending.   

How many of us, before we embark on doing what God wants us to do, pray for peace in our hearts? I 
have had many conversations with fellow Christians who are faced with a particular decision. I 
remember a woman named Inez Russell, who gave me a piece of advice. She would pray over a 
particular issue, then decide. If she felt completely calm, then she knew it was the right choice. When 
we have peace in our hearts, it means, “May God give you every good thing.”  

When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive 
the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained."    

At the creation, what does God do?  He breathes life into Adam. In Ezekiel 37, what does God do to 
the dry bones?  He breathes on them! When Jesus first encounters his beloved disciples as the risen 
Lord, what does he do? He breathes on them, and they receive the Holy Spirit. Regardless how 
motivated and excited they were in seeing the risen Christ, they still needed the power of the Holy 
Spirit to do the work given them.   

I need to spend a few minutes on these next few words: If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven 
them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”    

Certainly, when we have differences, or when one of us sins against another, we forgive each other. 
Forgiveness and being forgiven are fundamentals of the Christian faith. On the other hand, regarding 
the forgiveness of sins, no one can actually forgive another’s sins. Only God can do that.   

But the church has the wonderful task of proclaiming the message of forgiveness. The actual power to 
forgive sins is not entrusted to us, only the proclamation of that power is entrusted.   

Let me go a bit deeper, if I may: This text has been the basis for significant theological differences 
over the centuries. On the basis of this text, the Roman Catholic church has built a special role for the 
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priesthood. God forgives, but God does so only through the action of the priest. In the Roman church, 
there is the Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation. A person offers contrition – sincere remorse for 
wrongdoing or sin. Next, the penitent person offers contrition and a confession to a Priest with the 
authority to hear confessions. While it may be spiritually helpful to confess to another, only a Priest 
has the power to administer the sacrament. Next, there is Absolution by the Priest – this is the 
remission of sins pronounced by the Priest. Finally, there is Satisfaction or Penance.  

In the Reformed faith, God forgives, and everyone (clergy and lay alike) declares that this is so.   

Let us look at why we believe this: Only God can forgive sin; there is no instance in the NT of any 
apostle taking upon himself the authority to absolve or pardon anyone; in our text this morning, the 
verbs are in the perfect tense – we are actually reading, “They have already been forgiven…” 
Forgiveness is something that has already bee determined in heaven and is now proclaimed on earth.   

QUOTE: “God does not forgive men's sins because we decide to do so, nor [does God] withhold 
forgiveness because we will not grant it. We announce it; we do not create it. This is the essence of 
salvation.”   

24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came.  25 

So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But [Thomas] said to them, "Unless I see the 
mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will 
not believe."   

First of all, we need to be careful when we use the famous epithet, “doubting Thomas.” Like the 
others, he must have been terrified. We really don’t know why he was not there. Did he need to be 
alone for a while? Was he off doing something for the others? We are compelled to ask ourselves – 
what would I have done?  

Maybe Thomas made a mistake. He sought loneliness, rather than fellowship. Because of his isolation, 
he missed the first Resurrection appearance of Jesus! My friends, even in our deepest grief, we need to 
be in Christian fellowship. I have heard some amazing accounts of how this great church has held 
those in grief in their loving arms.   

26 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors 
were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you."  27 Then he said to 
Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not 
doubt but believe."  28 Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!"     

Perhaps Thomas had some faults – but he also had some virtues. He refused to say he believed what he 
did not believe! We need to praise his uncompromising honesty. When he was sure, he went the whole 
way! Are we sure, and are we willing to go the whole way? A faith like Thomas’ is certainly better 
than some glib profession.   

Notice also, Jesus does not chastise Thomas for his doubts. How many of us, in our zealous efforts to 
win folks for Christ, chastise them when they doubt our word? “Can’t you see that Jesus is Lord?  
Come on!”   

Further, notice that Jesus knew exactly how Thomas articulated his doubt – he answered his concerns 
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right away. We should be so good…  

Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God.” How’s that for a statement of faith? In the 
Presbyterian Church, we have 11 Confessions in our Constitution. Instead, Thomas declares simply, 
“My Lord and my God!”  

Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen 
and yet have come to believe."  What does Christ mean by this? Are we speaking of objective or 
subjective faith? Are we basing our faith on facts, or on feelings?  What about comparing subjective 
faith vs. satisfied faith?   

“Jesus is speaking of a faith satisfied with what God provides, and not a faith yearning for visions, 
miracles, esoteric experiences, or various forms of success of evidence of God’s favor.”  

Thomas needed the eyes of sight to believe – we need only the eyes of faith  

30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  
31 But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 
that through believing you may have life in his name.  

William Barclay: “There is no passage in all the gospels which better sums up the aim of the writers of 
all the gospels than this passage.” The gospels never gave or set out to give a complete account of the 
life of Jesus! They are not meant to be biographies of Jesus – they are meant as appeals to take Jesus as 
Savior. Aim not to give information, but to give life.   

But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 
that through believing you may have life in his name.   

Have you come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah?  

Have you come to believe that Jesus is the Son of God?  

My friends, through believing this, you have eternal life in his name  

Do not doubt, but believe.  


