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Sermon: “Easter Power for Easter People”
Scripture Reading: John 20:19-31

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."  After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you."  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."  But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, 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 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." 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."  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." 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 come to believe."  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. 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. 

Introduction: [tell story of a surreal experience]
Transitional statements: The word that seems to best describe the whole adventure is “surreal.” And though some may think that the definition of the word is “unreal,” the dictionary actually gives a different meaning. Something that is “surreal” is above and beyond real. Though the experience may be dreamlike in quality it is actually very real. Almost unbelievable because it is super real. And this is how it seems to have been for the disciples in today’s Scripture lesson. When Jesus came through the locked doors where they were hiding, stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” Let’s take a closer look…

For those first disciples, it wasn’t back to business 

after discovering that the tomb was empty 

on that first Easter morning.
It was evening of that same day,

and the disciples were hiding behind locked doors, 


for fear of the Jews…

…the Jewish leaders, that is


--the ones who had demanded 

that Jesus be put to death.

Who knows? Any of them could be next…


Better safe than sorry



--or so they thought.

And then, just when they thought nobody would find them,

Jesus himself was there, 

standing in their midst.
For them, the moment must have been surreal, to say the least.

Not unreal, but surreal

-- dream-like yet at the same time,

above and beyond real.

Apparently, Jesus sensed this
for he immediately showed them his hands and side 




--which still bore wounds from the crucifixion.
They rejoiced when they realized that it was indeed the Lord,

and then, Jesus spoke to them again, saying once more: "Peace be with you.”

Then the real purpose for his being there began to unfold.

He had an assignment to give them

--orders designed to spur them out of hiding:
“As the Father has sent me, so I send you."  
By now they knew what this meant.

Everything he had said before now made sense--like, 


“Pick up your cross and follow me.”

Not exactly what they wanted to hear

--especially not now, scared as they were




--which is probably why Jesus said “Peace be with you” twice!
He wasn’t about to send them unprepared, though.

He had gifts to give them-- spiritual gifts, that is,




everything they would need along the way. 

 A closer look at our scripture reading for this morning

Reveals to us what those gifts were.

When we look closely, we see three.

The first gift Jesus gave them was that gift of peace.
It was not the kind of peace that the world gives, though




…just as Jesus had told them earlier.
The kind of peace that the world gives comes as a result of abuse and oppression.

But the kind of peace that Jesus would give them was different

--it was spiritual: 

It would help their hearts to not be troubled
It would help them to not be afraid.

Then, after giving the disciples this gift of peace, Jesus breathed on them, 
giving the second and third gifts, saying: 
"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."

The gift of the Holy Spirit and the gift of authority were thereby given.

Now, the gift of the Holy Spirit we can understand.



It is a gift that we have all been given as well. 

But what about that third gift?

Does it mean that the disciples had the power to forgive the sins of others


--or to not forgive?

The answer to our question is an undeniable “yes!”


There is no other way to interpret it.

But do we Methodists really believe this? (we may ask)


Of course we do!

We use this gift of authority every time we prepare to come to the Lord’s Table

for Holy Communion, when following our prayer of confession,

we speak the words:

“In the name of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven.”

First I say it to you, and then you say it to me.

As modern-day disciples of Jesus Christ,

we too have been given the gift of authority 

--the power to forgive the sins of others



--or …to not forgive.

And that is why it is so important for us to say our prayers of confession



--true healing can only come when we confess our sins to one another, 

and pray for one another.

As the word of God assures us, “The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.” 

And, as Jesus has taught us:

If we forgive others their trespasses, 

our heavenly Father will also forgive us;

but if we do not forgive others, 

neither will our Father forgive our trespasses.”  

The authority to forgive sins: This is the third gift Jesus gave to the disciples

on that first Easter evening.

Everyone was there except for Thomas.


The Bible doesn’t say 

where he was that evening.

Best not to waste our energy speculating.
What we do know is that Thomas refused to believe the others disciples’ testimony

--that they had seen the Lord: 

"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," 

Thomas said.

“Doubting Thomas,” some have labeled him, since…


which really doesn’t seem helpful.

After all, Jesus didn’t hold it against him so why should we?

It appears true that Jesus will do “whatever it takes”
to help us believe



--so that we too will be able to proclaim with our own voice:





“I have seen the Lord!” 

“Peace be with you," Jesus said again, a week later, 

when the disciples were again in the house.

This time, Thomas was with them. 

Just like before, even though the doors were shut, 
Jesus came and stood among them. 
His reason for being there this time was clear.

"Thomas,” he said,

“Put your finger here and see my hands.

Reach out your hand and put it in my side. 
Do not doubt but believe." 
Believing,  because he had seen with his own eyes, 
Thomas responded to Jesus with certainty, saying: 
"My Lord and my God!" 
For Thomas, like most other people in this world,



“seeing is believing.”

According to Jesus, this is not necessarily a bad thing.

But Jesus does call us to a better, 
more faith-full way of believing.

"Have you believed because you have seen me?” Jesus asked Thomas.

“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe."   
Immediately, upon reading these words,



we know that they have been written and preserved for us!




We are those who have not seen 

and yet have come to believe!






And this means 

that we are blessed!
We too are blessed with the same gifts that the early disciples were given 

on that first Easter evening.

We are Easter People with Easter Power!

…for we too have been given the gift of Peace, 

the gift of the Holy Spirit,




and the gift of authority.

The important thing to remember is this:


The purpose for which 

we have been given these gifts.

“As the Father has sent me, so I send you,"


Jesus said to those first disciples.

“As the Father has sent me, so I send you,"


Jesus says to us.

This is the reason we have been given spiritual gifts


--so that we can go wherever it is that Jesus sends us.

Perhaps for you, that place is across the world


--where people would be grateful just to see your face,

hear your voice, 

touch your wounds. 

Perhaps for you, that place is just a few feet from your own front door.

Is it possible… that you have a neighbor who needs something you can provide:


companionship, a plate of food, an item repaired, a word of encouragement,

the gift of hope...

   Or could it be…that for you, the place Jesus is sending you is right here
--within this very congregation 

--that in this community of people who call themselves: 

West Covina United Methodist Church(?)

Could it be that there are those among us, for whom, like Thomas, 

seeing is believing.

Who will be Christ for them…if not one of us?  

Last week, on Easter Sunday, we greeted one another with the words,


“The Christ in me greets the Christ in you.”

It is my hope that as you looked in the eyes of one another,



you saw Jesus Christ himself.

It is my hope that this will happen each and every time we are together


--both in worship and in our daily lives.

It is enough to change our lives….forever!

There is an old story that show how real this possibility is:

[read “The Stranger’s Gift” from One Hundred Wisdom Stories from Around the World 
by Margaret Silf.
To those who have faith, believing is seeing!

We are Easter People with Easter power!
This means that all of our encounters with the Living Christ 

can be above and beyond real

--even super-real.
Thanks be to our Lord and our God! 

….for we have seen the Lord!”

Let us express our gratitude wholeheartedly 

as we join our voices to sing 
of this wondrous love.

[page 292 in Hymnal]

Words for the “Call to Stewardship:
“Our song of praise never ends. One of the ways we “sing on” is through the giving of our tithes and offerings. God has blessed us abundantly, and now He is calling us to be a blessing to others. The ushers will wait upon us at this time.” 

BENEDICTION: and now, may the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus our Lord, Amen. 

