
When Resurrection Life Gets Real
John 20:19-31, Acts 4:32-35, I John 1:1-2:2

It was still the first day of the week. That evening, while the disciples were behind closed doors 
because they were afraid of the Jewish authorities, Jesus came and stood among them. He said, “Peace 
be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. When the disciples saw the 
Lord, they were filled with joy. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so I 
am sending you.” Then he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s 
sins, they are forgiven; if you don’t forgive them, they aren’t forgiven.”

Thomas, the one called Didymus, one of the Twelve, wasn’t with the disciples when Jesus 
came. The other disciples told him, “We’ve seen the Lord!”

But he replied, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, put my finger in the wounds left by the 
nails, and put my hand into his side, I won’t believe.”

After eight days his disciples were again in a house and Thomas was with them. Even though the 
doors were locked, Jesus entered and stood among them. He said, “Peace be with you.” Then he said to 
Thomas, “Put your finger here. Look at my hands. Put your hand into my side. No more disbelief. 
Believe!”

Thomas responded to Jesus, “My Lord and my God!”
Jesus replied, “Do you believe because you see me? Happy are those who don’t see and yet 

believe.”
Then Jesus did many other miraculous signs in his disciples’ presence, signs that aren’t recorded 

in this scroll. But these things are written so that you will believe that Jesus is the Christ, God’s Son, and 
that believing, you will have life in his name.
Sermon – When Resurrection Life Gets Real

Maybe you have had this experience: one of your friends comes back from seeing a movie, or 
going to a concert, or visiting a beautiful place and says to you, “You won’t believe what I just saw! – I 
just saw the most amazing thing!”

You listen with interest as they try to describe the place or the event – how wonderful it was, 
what it meant to them.  And you try to follow along, but as they keep going on longer and longer you 
have a harder and harder time trying to track what they are saying.  You try – try to truly picture the 
event – try understand what they really saw - try to distinguish between what is hype and what is real.

It is not exactly that you don’t believe the testimony of your friend. It is more that you don’t have 
any experience of your own to compare to theirs. Because you weren’t there.  The only way you can 
really know about what they are talking about you will have to go to the movie, or try the product, or see 
the sunset in that particular spot. You need to have your own experience.  You need to see it for 
yourself. It won’t be exactly the same experience, of course – no two people can ever have the same 
experience. But it will enable you to at least get a sense of what got your friend so excited in the first 
place.

John the evangelist – the person whose name is given to one of the gospels and three of the 
epistles in our New Testament – knows this.  In fact it’s a consistent pattern in John’s gospel -someone 
hears about Jesus and needs more -- and then receives what they need to come to their own experience 
of the new life Jesus is embodying in the world. 

The earliest example is in John 1, when Philip says to Nathaniel, “We have found the one who 
Moses and the prophets wrote about, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth” (John 1:45)

Nathaniel replies with skepticism: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” And all Philip 
can say in reply is, “Come and see.” Nathaniel will have to encounter Jesus and draw his own 
conclusion.  So he does. And three verses later, Nathaniel is saying to Jesus, “Rabbi, you are the Son of 
God! You are the King of Israel!”

Later you might remember a story about how woman at the well goes into town after her meeting 
with Jesus and says to her neighbors, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!” 



John says that many of them believed on the basis of the woman’s report, and many more believed 
because they heard Jesus themselves. The story ends with some of them saying to the woman, “It is no 
longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this 
is truly the Savior of the world”.

Fast-forward to Easter morning.  After seeing Jesus at the tomb Mary tells the disciples, “I have 
seen the Lord!” 

John doesn’t tell us if they believed her testimony or if they tried to verify it in any way. But as 
he continues the story in the text we heard today he says that on Easter evening, they were behind locked 
doors, afraid that the authorities that had worked together to execute of Jesus might come for them next.

So instead of them seeking Jesus – Jesus comes to them.  He appears in the secured room, 
saying, “Peace be with you.” He shows his hands and his feet to them demonstrating that the Risen One 
will be forever recognizable by his wounds.  They are happy and excited to see him. They tell Thomas 
what Mary had told them: they “have seen the Lord.”

Thomas essentially replies “Yeah, sure – I’ll believe it when I see it.” He needs more. Thomas 
will not be shamed into believing, or shamed into at least keeping his unbelief to himself. Neither will 
Thomas ignore what he knows in order to believe something he does not know.  He knows Jesus was 
killed. He knows the dead stay dead.  He needs more than a story to truly believe any different.  

But you notice, he hangs around anyway.  He stays with the other disciples, and they let him 
stay, despite his skepticism. Something keeps him around, maybe their renewed enthusiasm the light in 
their eyes. And the disciples keep Thomas around/ They don’t critique his unbelief or shun or exclude 
him for it; rather, they include – hold onto – him until he has his own encounter with Jesus. 

There’s a funny little part of this passage that we usually ignore.  It comes right after John’s little 
Pentecost – the place where Jesus breathes on his disciples and tells them to receive the Holy Spirit.  
You might have noticed that the words I read were different than the ones on the screen.  The traditional 
translation – which makes this passage parallel to Jesus’ words to Peter in Matthew 16:19, is “If you 
forgive anyone’s sins, they are forgiven; if you don’t forgive them, they aren’t forgiven.”  The literal 
Greek translation is different, however.  What John literally says is “For those whose sins you let go, 
they are let go; those you hold fast are held fast.”  

The question that raises is – what is Jesus talking about “holding fast” too in the second half of 
the verse?  Is it the sins – or is it the people?  Is Jesus saying “You have the power to decide whether or 
not someone will be forgiven!  Or is he saying – look – God is granting you the authority to release 
people from the burden of their sin.  God is also granting you the authority to hold onto people you 
choose to hold on to.  God will honor both those commitments.  

What if that is the message of this story – what if the main point is not Thomas’s doubt, but the 
faithfulness of the other disciples in the face of his doubt?  What if that is why - instead of giving 
Thomas an extended lecture on his doubt, Jesus instead pronounces a blessing on “those who don’t see 
and yet believe.”?  

What if that is John’s the evangelist is trying to tell his church? That we are called to forgive 
each other, to hold onto each other, to embrace each other, especially when we struggle, until together 
we are all caught up in an experience of Christ – alive – in our midst? 

I wonder that because in a lot of ways that’s the kind of church John seems to be describing in 
some of his other writing, including the passage we heard from I John earlier.  

I John is what is sometimes called a “catholic” epistle – “catholic” in the original sense of word – 
universal, global.  It isn’t written for any particular community that is named in the letters – Not 
addressed to anyone – not even addressed FROM anyone specific –other two letters say they are “From 
The Elder”, but First John lacks even that.  

 The name John was attached later – but for good reason!  As you heard first part today you 
might have noticed the similarities between the opening of this letter and the gospel of John – a 



description of a “Word of life” that existed with God from the beginning and was revealed as God’s Son 
in Jesus Christ.  

But then the writer (or writers – you may have noticed that it is always plural – maybe the 
“royal” we – but may not) moves on to the point – calling the church to live together in the light of God. 
This challenging, perplexing text follows: “But if we live in the light in the same way as he is in the 
light, we have fellowship with each other, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, cleanses us from every sin. If 
we claim, “We don’t have any sin,” we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. But if we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from everything we’ve done wrong. If 
we claim, “We have never sinned,” we make him a liar and his word is not in us.”

I think John is reminding us of what life in the light of Christ is like. It doesn’t make us better 
than anyone else – it doesn’t give us license to deny your sins. We can’t deny them, we can’t run from 
them – the light will expose them and expose us as liars. We can’t escape them, but Christ will forgive 
them.  

John is saying “That’s who you will all be in this community together – that’s part of what your 
fellowship is for.  Not to put on a good show for each other in denial of your sins, your doubts, your 
failings – but to learn to live together in the body of Christ despite them, trusting Christ to forgive you 
and to strengthen you to forgive each other as well.”  

Then he goes on: “My little children, I’m writing these things to you so that you don’t sin. But if 
you do sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous one. He is God’s way of 
dealing with our sins, not only ours but the sins of the whole world.”

Grace isn’t a license to sin, but Sin isn’t a license to abandon grace either. Return to the gospel of 
John – we are given the power to forgive the sins of others, and when we do those sins will be forgiven. 
But we are also given the power to hold fast to others to continue to uphold them in love and prayer and 
fellowship – to continue to hold them in God’s love – and they will be held.  

Because Jesus is God’s way dealing with the sins of the whole world – not just with our sins. 
Jesus death and resurrection stands as a sign of God’s determination to hold fast to us – to the 

world -  despite our best efforts to reject and deny him.  Nathanael, the woman at the well, the man born 
blind, Mary Magdalene, and the disciples who were behind locked doors on Easter evening, Thomas - 
they were all held fast through doubt and partial understanding until they receive what they need to 
believe.  And their stories stand as a promise to all who hear than that we “who have not seen” be held 
fast well.    

By breathing the Holy Spirit onto the disciples, Jesus make it possible for his disciples – and for 
us - to continue his work of forgiving sin, holding fast to others and offering life and hope.

That’s what we are – that’s what the church is for.  That’s what the early church was doing in the 
book of Acts. Doing it in a way that must have seemed crazy to the people around them. I think we need 
to be honest about the passage we heard from Acts today, by the way: If we saw a group of people doing 
exactly what the early church was doing – we’d think they were crazy too. Giving up the idea of 
individual property and sharing all their goods in common? Selling their houses and giving the profits to 
the Apostles?  We have a words for people who live like that – and none of them are intended as 
compliments. We’d call them communists.  We’d accuse them of being a dangerous cult. We’d make 
fun of the people who were naïve or foolish enough to be conned into joining a group like that.  I know 
it’s awkward to admit that, but let’s be honest – we would. 

I also know that as the Christian faith has developed over the 2,000 years since Pentecost we’ve 
adapted many different times, and in many ways, that we no longer see it as mandate to live so radically 
at odds with the world around us, but we can’t deny that is exactly what the early church did. In a 
culture where over half the population slaves whose only value was the money they could make for their 
masters, the church said slave of free – you are a child of God. In a time when women were effectively 
their husband’s property with no rights of their own, when unmarried women basically had the choice of 
servanthood, prostitution, or starvation – the church said “in Christ you are neither male nor female”. 



That’s why the early church was harassed persecuted – they were a threat. A threat to power, a 
threat to wealth and property, a threat to customs and traditions around the role and value of women. 
They were a threat to a lot of things, things that…well, if we’re honest, we still hold dear today. The 
early Christians gave all that up – status, power, privilege – all the things that the world around them 
said were right and good and valuable – and held onto Jesus, the resurrected one, instead. 

It’s not wonder many of the people of their time thought they were crazy. But others saw 
something different. They saw people holding onto each other rather than holding on to reputation. They 
say people breaking through the barriers to reach out and hold onto people that the others considered 
unworthy or untouchable. They saw renewal, new life, resurrection. 

We think of Resurrection as the moment when Jesus broke out of the tomb, but that was just the 
beginning. The resurrection continued when Jesus broke into the room that the Disciples had locked 
themselves back into in fear and sorrow, and breathed a new Spirit into their lives.  And then the 
resurrection carried further as the church broke out – broke through – every barrier of class or gender or 
ethnicity that the world tried to erect.  Not with a political revolution, but a spiritual revolution.  Not 
with anger or power or condemnation, but with joy and service and love. 

That’s what I think we sometimes get wrong about church – especially, and I know it sting a bit 
to hear this, especially the church in the United States. We have come to evaluate the church the way we 
would any other commercial enterprise. We’ve come to view our success in pretty much the same way 
we would that of any other business. We are successful when we’re popular, when we’re financially 
prosperous, when we’re respected and looked up to by the culture around us.

Don’t get me wrong – I understand the financial needs of the church. I like getting a salary for 
one thing. I see the need for spaces to worship and gather and the benefit of having a building we can 
open to others in the community.  I’m no more eager to be a pariah or a martyr than anyone else.  But at 
the same time, I think we need to remember. As people of faith, we are not called to be grand and 
exalted and powerful. We aren’t even called to be labelled as good – remember, Jesus said that honor is 
reserved for God alone.  

What are called to be, what we are, whether we are willing to admit it or not, is a diverse and, 
quite often, motley crew of folks that try to hold onto each other while God continues to work within us, 
and through us.  People who trust that Jesus will come - appearing through the locked doors and self-
imposed barriers until we see and experience the Lord and are able to confess in a mixture of wonder, 
fear, and joy, “My Lord and my God.” We are called to be people who know our sin, know our failing, 
but trust God to love us anyway while we struggle to love the others around us who are just like us 
except maybe with different sins and failings. And we are called to share the story and the embodied 
truth of resurrection with others, to make it as real to them as it is for us. 

Not easy work, I know, particularly in a day and age where poisonous accusations and deep 
divisions are far more common than blessed embraces and steadfast commitment. 

It’s not easy work, but it is good work, the only work worth doing. It is work that God will bless, 
again and again, maybe not in the way we would choose for ourselves, but in all the ways that truly 
matter. It is the only work that can change the world – that only work that can change us, the only work 
that can make our joy complete.  Through the power of God in Jesus Christ.  Thanks be to God.  AMEN              


