1

Text: John 20: 19-31

I. N. I.

Sermon #1991

Heavenly Father, You delivered Your Son for our offenses and raised Him for our
justification. Grant that we may also trust in the word of forgiveness, which You have
given Your Church to proclaim, that clinging to Your good and gracious promises, we
might be brought to eternal life and thus to everlasting peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen. (Luther’s Small Catechism: with Explanation, CPH 2017 p. 321)
On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the
disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to
them, "Peace be with you." When He had said this, He showed them his hands and his
side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them
again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent Me, even so I am sending you." And
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 withhold forgiveness from any,
it is withheld." Now Thomas, one of the Twelve, called the Twin, was not with them
when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to
them, "Unless I see in His hands the mark of the nails, and place my finger into the mark
of the nails, and place my hand into His side, I will never believe." Eight days later, his
disciples were inside again, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were locked,
Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." Then He said to
Thomas, "Put your finger here, and see My hands; and put out your hand, and place it in
My side. Do not disbelieve, but believe." Thomas answered Him, "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 believed." Now Jesus did many other signs in the
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written so that
you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may
have life in His name.

In Christ Jesus, the crucified and risen One who by His work in our place
grants everlasting peace to us sinners, dear fellow redeemed:
Imagine the overwhelming sense of guilt and shame when Jesus first
appeared to all the doubting disciples. We talk about “doubting Thomas”, but
he was not alone. Luke informs us that they thought they were just seeing a
spirit, then Jesus “showed them his hands and feet … while they still
disbelieved.” Jesus greeted them with His common Easter greeting: “Peace
be with you!” but it would not be until they heard the proclamation of
forgiveness that they would start experiencing the peace of which Jesus
spoke. My fellow Eastertide believers, let us consider how it is that The
Spirit’s “Breath of Life” Forgives Sins Granting Everlasting Peace.
I
The disciples’ guilt and shame would lessen over time in regard to
their disbelief concerning Jesus’ promise to rise again to be sure. But that
word of forgiveness would be a constant declaration cherished by them all
for the rest of their lives. Jesus instructs the Apostles in their vocations freely
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to use this absolution for the benefit of His Church. It is based on what the
Father had sent Jesus to do. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you.
As the Father has sent Me, even so I am sending you."
The Father sent Jesus to bring forgiveness. Jesus sent the Apostles to
do the same thing. To the paralyzed man lowered through the roof, Jesus
said: “Son, be of good cheer, your sins are forgiven.” To the woman caught
in adultery when her accusers dropped their stones and walked away, Jesus
said: “Neither do I condemn you, go…” To Zacchaeus, the tax collector,
Jesus said at the conclusion of His visit with him in his home: “Today
salvation has come to this house … For the Son of Man came to seek and to
save the lost.” This salvation is found alone in the absolution Jesus instituted
for His Church based on His person and work, as sent by the Father.
Lingering doubts would be a constant companion right up to fifty days
after Easter, when the Spirit would be poured out on them in full measure.
During that first forty days when Jesus continued to appear before them, He
would constantly greet them with the word of peace, the peace alone found
in the crucified and risen Lord Jesus, the peace which passes all
understanding grounded in that word of forgiveness. But as sinners, even
after Pentecost, they would struggle with doubts residing in their sinful
hearts emanating deep from the pit of hell. We know they struggled in this
way, because you and I do as well. But the power of the Spirit is also at work
in us, like in them, through the powerful word of forgiveness.
We may find this expression strange: “[Jesus] breathed on them and
said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are
forgiven them.’” The word “breath” is the same as “spirit” so this action of
“breathing on them” was a very real bestowal of the power of the Spirit of
God upon His Apostles. As we know, the Gospel is the power of God unto
salvation. Since Jesus empowered them with the ability to forgive sin in His
name, the Spirit was at work in and through this specific act of absolution.
II
This primary work of the Church did not end with the age of the
Apostles, but rather continues to this day. God has granted me the privilege
of shepherding this flock of Jesus at Parkland these past 33 years with that
same power at work among us. You and I both know that those 33 years
have been affected by my many foibles and failures, but our Lord has still
used my ministry among you to bring the peace of forgiveness in this place,
to His glory and the welfare of His Church. The Lord of the Church has
always called weak and sinful shepherds to do this work for His Church on
earth starting with the Apostles. You have granted me a leave of absence for
a little over a year from my pastoral duties here, only to perform them for
the synod at large. Yes, and share my foibles and failures to a larger scale!
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These duties will be carried out imperfectly, but we pray with the same
power of the Spirit through the word of peace in absolution.
This power of forgiveness bestowed upon the Church was not
something new. Jesus spoke of it before. After Peter’s great confession
declaring that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God and again in
the context of outlining what we often call “church discipline” in Mt. 18. And
while the primary word to be spoken which gives life and peace is the word
of forgiveness, there is also the word of not forgiving. So Jesus said here: “If
you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold
forgiveness from any, it is withheld."
Truly this is a serious matter and never should be taken lightly.
Christians are to be concerned for one another. When a Christian falls into
impenitence, he or she is no longer a believer and must answer for his or her
own sins, separating themselves from Christ, fallen from grace. This decision
not to forgive sin is never to be done lightly based on a hunch or a guess that
the person is impenitent, it must be firmly established. Such a condition is
established by words and/or deeds. But when our Lord instructs us when
and how we are not to forgive sins, the purpose in the end is to be able to
pronounce forgiveness. It is harsh law to hear that your sins are not forgiven
because you are impenitent, not sorry for your sin, but it must be spoken in
love to save that person from everlasting destruction.
But again this has not been put in place for recurrent sins of weakness
into which we all fall. Thomas exhibited his sin of doubt, but Jesus did not
immediately say to him – “your sin is not forgiven”! Rather, Jesus said: "Put
your finger here, and see My hands; and put out your hand, and place it in
My side. Do not disbelieve, but believe." Thomas responded appropriately,
despite his weakness of the flesh he said: “My Lord and my God!”
Yes, Jesus rebuked his unbelief saying: “Blessed are those who have
not seen and yet have believed." However, keep in mind, such faith comes
about and is strengthened by this very word of forgiveness. This alone
brings peace to us, who are constantly struggling with sin, daily, until death
finally delivers from that battle. Thomas was not impenitent, but weak, just
as you and I are weak. Indeed, “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”
The Apostle John concludes our text with this observation: “Jesus did
many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in
this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His
name.” This sign of forgiving sins is the greatest of all and continues through
His Church even to this day and will until Jesus visibly returns.
You can be overwhelmed by your many sins of weakness my fellow
redeemed. I know, because I am by mine. But there is only one way to be
strengthened and find everlasting peace. It is to hear that God loves you so
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much that He sent His only begotten Son, to be charged with all your sins,
suffer your death, even taking to Himself your everlasting death and that by
rising again defeated them all. You have been set free from your sin,
deserved death and hell. Jesus was never guilty of any sin, not even our
common sin of doubt in regard to God’s loving promises. It is in this cloak
of righteousness, which the ever-living Lord dresses you not only in heaven,
but even now as you struggle with your many sins of weakness.
You might remember what Zechariah, the father of John the Baptizer,
sang when John was eight days old about the work of his son in the Church
of Christ Jesus: “You will go before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways;
to give knowledge of salvation unto His people by – what? Lectures? – no,
the REMISSION OF THEIR SINS!” May the Spirit’s “Breath of Life”
continue to grant everlasting peace here in this corner of Christ’s kingdom
by the forgiveness of your sins. The Lord is risen! (He is risen indeed!
Allelujah!) He lives even now through the Church to give you peace and life.
Truly a breath of fresh air for our souls has come upon us. Glory be to the
Father, and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost, as it was in the beginning is now and
shall be forevermore. Amen.

