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Opening closed doors. John 20.19-31 
 

Liturgical observances of Pentecost are informed almost entirely by the familiar story in Acts 2. It 

does the birthday of the church, the gift of the Spirit in rock music and technicolour. In jubilant, 

triumphant wind and fire, the church is born. Spectacular.  The “Johannine Pentecost”, as this passage 

is sometimes called, gets much less attention. 

 

That makes sense since in John’s gospel Jesus does not impart the Holy Spirit on the Day of 

Pentecost, which is 50 days after Passover, but on Easter Sunday during Jesus’ first post resurrection 

appearance to a collection of his followers – and that is a problem for biblical scholars and 

theologians to wrestle with? But not only a different time but also a very different setting and 

occasion. There an open  public place with great and bold display for all to see. Here the disciples 

locked behind closed doors and a very much gentler occasion. How much we might prefer the former 

– how we imagine the church to be. And for that reason I was very tempted to speak on the passage in 

Acts 4 from the lectionary, where the disciples gave their testimony with great power and boldness 

and amazing things happened among them. But here huddled behind closed doors in fear of the world 

outside. 

 

And the thing is I don’t actually come across many churches today like Acts 2 or Acts 4. I do come 

across many like John 20. Why were they so fearful? Well a few days ago there were 13 of them. But 

they had seen their leader go, another had committed suicide after letting the side down, and a third 

was missing. Now only 10 and wondering how they had dwindled so quickly, and who was going to 

be next? Would they go down and down till no one was left? Sounds just like many churches up and 

down NZ today? 

 

Increasingly it seems to me we live isolated and locked in by our fears. We’re terrified of violence, 

afraid of strangers and immigrants, worried about the future, fixated with the possibility of 

earthquakes, uncertain about the economy, anxious about our pension funds. 

 

Then suddenly Jesus shows up and stands amongst them and greets them. Peace be with you. He 

showed them the  holes in his hands and side so they would be sure it was him and not some 

apparition or hallucination as some suggest. He breathed on them an empowering breath of the Holy 

Spirit, the same breath with which he blew open their locked door and says Receive the Holy Spirit.  

 

In Acts 2 Luke says that the Holy Wind nearly knocked the doors off the hinges. In John 20, the Holy 

Wind was no more than a breath, but it was enough to blow open a securely locked door. On 

Pentecost, John 20, our lock in became a break in. Jesus breathed on us and in breathing that holy 

breath knocked open our locked doors and said As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you. In 

other words as the father sent me out into the world so I am sending you out to engage the world from 

which you have retreated. I don’t want you in here, I need you out there. 

 

Jesus words peace be with you, repeated in vv.19 and 21, were a standard Hebrew greeting, still used 

in the Middle East today. But here the words are far more than just a casual greeting. At a profoundly 

personal level Jesus is summing up the essence of his work and presence in the world. Peace is the 

gift of the kingdom. In his teaching to them in the Upper Room he promised it to them, twice (14.27 

& 16.33) and now through his death and resurrection he has delivered it. And when they see Jesus and 

hear his voice their fear is turned to joy.   

 

Throughout John’s gospel Jesus has been described as the One who was sent by God. Now with his 

work nearly completed his final task is to commission his followers just as he was commissioned by 

his Father. So just as Jesus was God’s special representative sent into the world, so to his followers 

become Jesus representatives sent into the world witnessing to the reality of Christ and the God who 

sent him.  
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But also in this gospel, one feature of Jesus’ commission that is emphasised more than anywhere else, 

is his empowering by the Spirit. God not only sent his Son but also empowered him with the Spirit. So 

for example in Jesus baptism the central event as John’s tells it is not the water baptism itself, but the 

anointing in the Spirit that came to Jesus. Our first introduction to Jesus came from the prophetic 

words of John the Baptist, who God had told He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is 

the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.  

 

This image is reinforced in many ways. In ch.3 (34) Jesus is known as the one person whom God has 

given the Spirit without measure. Above all Jesus is described as the One in whom the Spirit flows 

like a living spring, a source of life and refreshment and renewal that will be offered following his 

glorification. Therefore to be commissioned to advance the work of God as God’s representative or 

agent, means being empowered as Jesus was empowered – receiving the Spirit just as Jesus was 

anointed and as he promised. 

 

And so John 20.22 becomes the climax of the entire gospel. The Holy Spirit – suggested throughout 

his public ministry, promised in the Upper Room and symbolised at the cross – is now given to his 

followers in a provocative and personal way. Jesus breathes on them and says Receive the Holy 

Spirit. This scene fulfils the word given at the Feast of Tabernacles in ch.7 where Jesus’ offer of 

living water referred to the Holy Spirit, which could not be given until Jesus was glorified. Now that 

Jesus has been crucified and raised, the hour of glorification has reached its climax, Jesus is departing 

and he leaves them with the gift of the Spirit saying As the Father has sent me so I am sending you. 

 

There is so much that is so important for us, as the followers of Jesus today, the continuation of the 

church that was birthed when the Holy Spirit blew upon them, to understand and be grasped by as we 

picture who we are and what in the world we are called to do. How many of you remember the glory 

days of charismatic renewal in the 1970s and 80s???    I was pretty fully involved in all of that, and 

there is much for which I am still very grateful, but I have come to see that in all the excitement about 

the rediscovery of the importance of the Holy Spirit in the lives of followers and of the church, and all 

the freedom and creativity that brought, there was something absolutely critical that was lost. And it is 

this. 

 

The point of receiving the Spirit it’s abundantly clear here, is not to give the disciples new spiritual 

experiences, though they were sure going to have plenty of those. Nor is it to set them apart from 

ordinary people, a sort of holier than thou club – though to be sure they are called to live the rich full 

life of devotion and dedication modelled on Jesus’ own. The point is the Spirit is given so that they 

can do for the whole world,  what Jesus has been doing for Israel, bringing the good news of release 

to those who were in bondage and of sight to those who were blind. As the Father has sent me so I 

am sending you. That’s why they needed the Spirit, God’s breath, to enable them to do the task they 

could never otherwise dream of doing - and they did. The consequence was the kind of scenes we read 

about during our reading from Acts 4 (32-35) as well as elsewhere in Luke’s account of the early 

church, and even Thomas had his doubts and uncertainties blown away and went out in mission 

indeed all the way to India and established the church there. 

 

There is much talk today about the missional church. Nowhere more so than in the PCANZ. Not sure 

if it is all that often well understood, as if putting the word missional in front of anything makes it ok. 

But at its heart this passage is what it is all about. The parallel between the sending of Jesus into the 

world by the Father and the sending of the apostolic community, the church, into the world by the 

risen Christ, both empowered by the same Holy Spirit. So if the parallel is true then mission must 

have the same importance for the church as it had for Jesus. And it is clear in the gospels that is what 

Jesus was all about. 
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Particularly in John’s gospel, as we have seen, Jesus  defines himself as the ‘sent one’ and the Father 

is defined as the ‘sender’, and the Spirit is the means by which Jesus is sent. The word from which we 

get the English word mission is the Latin missio, meaning to send. And so the Godhead itself is 

defined in terms of mission, sending. God is a sending God. Mission is not some added extra for a 

church that already exists for other reasons, some department among several the church can add on. 

Mission reaches right back into the eternal relations of the Trinity itself , in the dynamic interchange 

of sender, sent and sending as some define  our triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

 

As theologian Jurgen Moltmann puts it, “Mission does not come from the church; it is from mission 

and in the light of mission that the church has to be understood… Indeed we have to learn… not that 

the church has a mission, but the very reverse: that the mission of Christ creates its own church.” Or 

as the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, put it perhaps more simply “It is not the Church of 

God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission who has a Church in the world.” 

 

The church is a result of, and continuation of, the mission of God in Christ. It is it’s raison d’etre and 

when we forget that and become preoccupied or focussed on other things, important though they may 

be, we lose our essence. As another theologian put it, “The church exists by mission as a fire exists by 

burning.” Might our loss of this explain much of our current malaise? 

 

Some people don’t like the phrase missional church, saying it is superfluous, because the church is by 

its very nature missional, and a missionless church is in reality not a church at all. It is like saying a 

‘feminine woman.’ And there is real theological truth in that, nevertheless it is I believe a helpful 

phrase because there are many communities called churches who are not engaged in mission and have 

no idea of their shortcoming, and so missional church reminds us of a reality we easily forget: that 

God’s missional people is who we are and God’s mission in the world is what we are about. 

 

And if “the God of mission has a Church in the world” then of course like the disciples we need to get 

out behind our closed doors, hiding away from the world, and become like Jesus fully engaged with 

the world. We followers of Jesus today tend to be cautious people – especially I have discovered since 

becoming part of it, we Presbyterian followers. Too many churches have locked their doors to a 

vibrant understanding of the Holy Spirit’s role in their midst. Put off by what we might know and 

maybe have even experienced of some of the weird stuff from the heyday of the renewal (and there 

was), offended by what we hear or see reported goes on in the Pentecostal outfit down the road (and it 

does). But as a result without the empowering presence of the Spirit in our midst we don’t know how 

to engage confidently with a world populated by multiple religions, plagued by church hypocrisy, 

sceptical of the damage caused by extremist Christian groups. Like those first followers we need the 

breath of God to enable us to do what we cannot otherwise dream of doing.  

 

Maybe it would inspire us to bold and creative mission if we saw the risen Jesus miraculously pass 

through our barricaded doors and breath the Spirit on us again. But maybe by reading again the story 

of Easter and Pentecost, and realising that the same God who sent Jesus into the world and that same 

Jesus who sent the Holy Spirit upon us, is still engaged in that mission of granting forgiveness, or 

better release, from sins and giving peace to those who receive him, and is still commissioning us in 

the power of the Spirit to be God’s agents in bringing that good news to them.  

 

 


