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Easter 2 - 11th April 2010   John 20:19-23 and Acts 5:27-32
St Peter’s, Yateley

I learnt something this week:
According to Canon Andrew White (Vicar of Baghdad), in ancient Judaism a folded napkin meant you were
coming back. This could have been the message symbolised by Jesus' folded head cloth that Simon Peter had
found inside the tomb on that first Easter morning. So I wonder if, as evening drew in that day, he and the
other disciples were expecting Jesus? I’m not sure. I suspect that fear had over-taken their thinking and
despite the days events, they were still mourning the loss of their friend and leader.

We, have the advantage of being able to look back, and see the big picture of what Jesus had done on the cross
and through his resurrection: the nails that pieced his hands and feet had pinned our sins to the cross. His
resurrection had torn down the barrier that existed between us and God, so that we could receive his
forgiveness and experience a living relationship with him. We have hindsight, scripture and 2000 years of
theology and debate to bring us the peace which comes with understanding the sacrifice that God made.

I don’t think the disciples could have understood the full significance of what had happened, all in those first
hours after the resurrection, and certainly the story of the disciples encounter on the Emmaus Road would
suggest not.

But that, at least in part, is the peace which John tells us Jesus brings to the disciples as he enters their
locked room - the understanding of having their risen Lord among them; the peace of new life in him. Jesus
breathes the Holy Spirit into the disciples: it is the communication of the new, spiritual life of a re-created
humanity - something for which God has strived since the breath of his first creation was marred by people’s
unwillingness to listen to him, to receive his guidance and to respond with obedience.

It’s interesting isn’t it that Jesus’ doesn’t seem to worry immediately about the individual ways in which the
disciples have reacted to his arrest, death and resurrection. It’s not that he’s going to ignore their specific
needs - he will focus on the personal forgiveness that Peter needs at a later date. For now, as he visits them
for the first time as their resurrected Lord, he doesn’t want their isolated concerns to bother them - after all
Jesus knows that he has already broken the grip of their sins. More important is the task for which he wishes
to commission them and that he brings them the means to carry it out.

The disciples have just one task. All they have to do, is to forgive.
 “If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven.”
They have walked the dusty roads with Jesus, seen the miracles, heard him teach, shared in the debates. They
had seen God work through him, but he was Jesus, who, they were just coming to understand, really was the
Son of God.

They should have anticipated that God wanted to work through them in the same way. After all Jesus had
explained it as clearly as he could (John 14:11-14):
 “Very truly I tell you, all who have faith in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even
 greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so
 that the Father may be glorified in the Son.”

The disciples know that only God can forgive sins. Nothing Jesus taught has changed that. But what Jesus is
now saying is that the disciples are the means by which God’s forgiveness can be shared - God will forgive sins
through them. “As the Father sent me, I am sending you” to offer God’s forgiveness to the world! I don’t think
they’d really got that message before.
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Jesus’ death on the cross was a unique achievement. In one time and place he has defeated the power that sin
has to stop people being as fulfilled as God created them. In that time and place a new work of creation has
begun. But for that new creation to be implemented in other times and other places, the disciples needed to
proclaim that Christ brought forgiveness into the world. And that was to be the means by which God forgives in
their generation and in ours. It was a job for which they needed God’s Holy Spirit - the means by which things
that seem impossible, are made possible.

So, before Jesus deals with individual needs of characters like Peter, and leaves them to carry out the task he
has for them, he presents them with a gift: the Holy Spirit to work inside them as they become the means by
which God forgives.

However, although their mission comes with the gift of the Holy Spirit and brings healing with it, Jesus’ mission
also comes with a warning for them to deliver:
 “If you do not forgive people, they are not forgiven.”
The disciples will also require the strength of the Holy Spirit to rebuke and warn: they will be required to show
people that their disobedience to God - what we call sin - is serious and deadly.

The passage from Acts is just such a testimony - and a repeat of Peter’s far longer dissertation on the subject
before the same council the previous day (which you can read in Acts 4)! He is rebuking the Jewish authorities
for their role in Jesus’ death, but also proclaiming the freedom from sin which this initiated; the council
authorities respond to the accusations like guilty school boys, but Peter is still offering them, the forgiveness
that faith in Jesus as “Prince and Saviour” will bring.

Peter and the others have indeed been telling all Jerusalem that it “killed the author of life” (Acts 3:15) but
they had also continually witnessed to Jesus’ resurrection and the reason for it: “that he, [Jesus], might give
repentance and forgiveness of sins.” (Acts 5:31) That Peter and the others were able to do this, is testimony to
the power of the Holy Spirit at work in them, and their obedience to Jesus commission in our first reading.

Like the disciples, to whatever extent we recognise God’s forgiveness of us, and remember it at Easter, the
fact is that the barrier between us and God has been broken once and for all. If we are seeking to be faithful
to that gift of grace, totally undeserved as it is, it now seems Jesus has a task for us too!

Whatever the state of our lives and our relationships now, we are commanded by Jesus (with the disciples) to
forgive. We may know we’ve messed things up in the past, thought we knew it all, proved we didn’t... a bit like
Peter, but that is not a get out clause! Jesus will deal with all that, but just now, he is sending out to other
people who need to be forgiven. God forgives through us being forgiving.

The  of forgiveness might seem a familiar one, its certainly one that many of us have repeated for years in
the Lord’s Prayer. However, some of us know only too well that when it comes to really big issues in our lives,
forgiving is an incredibly difficult task. It is perhaps almost easier to sit at the foot of Jesus’ cross, or outside
his empty tomb and receive God’s forgiveness, than it is for us to forgive others.

But Jesus, the  and  Jesus, now walks and works in this world through us - as the people
who have made a commitment of faith in him. If we can’t be open to the idea that God wants us to forgive
people for what they do, then Jesus’ continued work and message to the world is limited.

I know that’s a really uncomfortable message - I’ve felt uncomfortable about it all week, I would have liked to
avoid preaching this sermon, but whatever I have read, and the images I’ve been given as I have prayed, keep
bringing me back to the same theme: to enable God to forgive those who need and seek his forgiveness, we

 be open to him working through us, through the gift of his Holy Spirit, to forgive them ourselves.
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If we look at the Lords Prayer it says this:
 Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.
In Matthew’s Gospel it is
 Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.
Whatever language is used, it would seem that we can approach God for forgiveness ourselves only if we have
first shown our willingness to forgive those who have hurt us.

With the disciples we have already been taught this by Jesus through the parable of the Unmerciful Servant
(which if you want to look at it later is Matthew 18:21-35): a servant is forgiven a huge debt by his master, but
can not bring himself to forgive a smaller debt he is owed by another servant with whom he ruthlessly fails to
be patient. The consequence is that the first servant is sent by his master to be tortured.

That parable teaches that that if we do not forgive, then we can not expect to receive God’s forgiveness. There
is an image that I have found very helpful with regard to this idea. It comes from Bishop Tom Wrights
commentary on the parable of the Unmerciful Servant, and it came to mind really strongly when reading Jesus’s
Easter commandment to forgive:
 "Forgiveness, [says Tom Wright] is like the air in your lungs. There is only room to inhale the next lungful
 when you've breathed out the previous one. If you insist on with-holding it - you will suffocate very quickly."

Let’s stop a minute. Whilst I read that quotation again, shut your eyes, take a deep breath and hold your breath
till I finish the quotation:
 "Forgiveness, is like the air in your lungs. There is only room to inhale the next lungful when you've
 breathed out the previous one. If you insist on withholding it - you will suffocate very quickly."

The Message version of the Bible has John 20:23 written this way:
 “If you forgive someone’s sins, they’re gone for good.

”

The point that I think Eugene Peterson is making is that there is no alternative to forgiving people. We can
place our own sins at the mercy of those who hurt us by seeking forgiveness, we can place our own sins at the
foot of the cross, but what other people do to us can only be got rid of, by offering them our forgiveness.

This book called ‘Why Forgive?’ (by Johann Christoph Arnold), is full of some really powerful testimonies - many
of them talk about the hurt, anger and guilt that are healed within the person who forgives. Many of us will be
aware of the story of Gordon Wilson who lost his daughter in the Enniskillen Bomb on '87: In this book, it is
explained that the forgiveness Gordon Wilson offered in the hours after the tragedy was an instantaneous
decision "from the depth of his heart", which [as he puts it] he then "struggled to live up to". But he also states
that without making that offer he could "not have found the freedom to move on" from those events. The a
ability to forgive can heal us, as well as those who have sinned against us. Perhaps that is why we able to smile
[SMILE] when we say the word ‘forgive’.

We are commanded to be the means by which God forgives others, and in doing so, we will find healing ourselves.
That is why the gift of the Holy Spirit precedes the command to forgive - God knows that he’s asking a lot of us,
but he is not asking of us anything that he has not experienced for himself: it may have been Peter speaking to
the council in Jerusalem, but his testimony that Jesus as “Prince and Saviour give[s] repentance and
forgiveness of sins to Israel” is of course God offering his forgiveness to the very people who killed his Son!

We need to be constantly open to receiving the grace to forgive through the power of God’s Holy Spirit. If we
withhold that forgiveness then we in effect disabling Jesus, stopping him from being able to achieve the work
for which he died. To put it another way, if we do not open ourselves to the Holy Spirit and allow God to help us
to forgive, we lock Christ back in the tomb denying the world its freedom and chain ourselves to cross because
he has wasted his efforts to free us from our sins.
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Many of the testimonies in this book bear witness to the fact that to forgive may take time, even if the
decision, like Gordon Wilson’s, is instantaneous. The decision to forgive may happen at the beginning, middle or
end of the process, but we need the Holy Spirit to help us achieve it,  because the healing it provides is itself
painful. In their ‘Marriage Book’ Nicky and Sila Lee describe the ability to forgive...

 “... Like the process of peeling an onion. We often seem to forgive layer by layer... We may find that we
 need to go on choosing to forgive for the same hurts on a daily basis in  order to be set free. The less we
 forgive, the harder it is to do so. But if we forgive once, it becomes easier to do so  the next time. And as
 we forgive, the emotional bruising  gradually heals...”

The imagery of Good Friday, where we go to the cross and place our anger, our hurt, and our bitterness at
Jesus’ feet is a really good one. But I wonder if we’re facing the wrong way? Jesus was nailed face outwards
from the cross, and I wonder if this teaching on forgiveness means we need to face that way too: As we stand
at the foot of the cross let us turn to face those around us, putting aside our anger, hurt and bitterness by
forgiving those who have caused those feelings. That surely is the most appropriate way of being sent by God in
the world with the Peace that Jesus brought us to share.


