From Defeat to Victory! (John 20:19-31)

In this passage, from John’s gospel, we have two triumphal stories. The first is the disciples’, victory over fear. The second is the victory over unbelief. This, of course, is the story of Thomas’ triumph over unbelief. In both of these narratives it was not a matter of a person pulling themselves up by their bootstraps, digging deep down within and overcoming. Rather it was the case of the loving God coming to them and lifting them up; in the first case the disciples are lifted out of their fear to courage, and in the second Thomas is lifted out of his unbelief to faith in the Lord Jesus.

I.
Victory over Fear (vv. 19-23)

Jesus was alive. The women had seen the empty tomb and spoken with angels. John and Peter had rushed to the tomb, only to find what the women had said to be true. Seeing the grave cloths, both Peter and John believed the Lord had risen from the dead. Mary came back to the tomb and was greeted by the risen Lord. He spoke to her and she believed. He then commissioned her to go and tell His brethren.

John continues his narrative of that first Resurrection Day. He opens this section with the reassembled, fearful, huddled disciples. “Then, the same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled, for fear of the Jews.”


A.
Terror (v. 19a; Luke 24:36-37, 40-43)

At Jesus’ arrest the disciples had scattered. Now by Sunday evening they had gathered together, probably to discuss the events that had transpired that very day. Some surmise that they met again in the Upper Room where they had just recently celebrated the Lord’s Supper. Since they had almost been arrested with Jesus, and since Jesus had been executed, they naturally believed that they were next. Therefore this meeting was in secret behind locked doors.

Try to imagine the fear that now possessed them. Would the doors be broken down as soldiers rushed in to carry them away to a cross of their own? How could they show their face in public again? Where would they go, what would they do? Now there was this glimmer of hope added to this emotional stew—Jesus was alive? Where was He? Would He come to rescue them?

Then, out of nowhere, Jesus appears. It seems as if He simply appeared in their midst without having to enter through the door. It is stated that He simply stood in their midst and spoke words of peace. Luke adds some detail to this account. “Now as they said these things, Jesus Himself stood in the midst of them, and said to them, ‘Peace to you.’ But they were terrified and frightened, and supposed they had seen a spirit” (Luke 24:36-37). Instead of calming their hearts the initial response was added terror!

This appearance of Jesus’ may tell us something about our own resurrection bodies. Because the disciples initially thought Jesus was simply a spirit, He proceeded to demonstrate that He possessed a resurrection body. “When He had said this, He showed them His hands and His feet. But while they still did not believe for joy, and marveled, He said to them, ‘Have you any food here?’ So they gave Him a piece of a broiled fish and some honeycomb. And He took it and ate in their presence” (Luke 24:40-43). Our resurrection body will be a real body, without some of the limitations we have today (1 Cor 15:42-53). Dr. McGee wrote, “He appeared in His glorified body and came into the room even though the doors were locked. We learn from this that the glorified body is not subject to the laws of the material universe. That is why I believe that when the Rapture occurs and our bodies are changed, there will be no problem for us to meet the Lord in the air.”


B.
Tranquility (vv. 19b-23)

As earlier stated the disciples did not overcome their fear in their own strength. The Lord Himself gave them peace. First, He is the source of peace. Through His substitutionary death He purchased peace with God for all believers. Second, this peace with God leads to the peace of God or a serenity that comes from sins forgiven. Third there is the peace of service. Those who walk close with Jesus experience a peace and satisfaction others do not.



1.
Source of peace (v. 19b; Matt 11:28; Rom 5:1)

“Peace be with you.” “This is the peace that comes from being justified by faith through our Lord Jesus Christ, which gives us peace with God. . . [It is the] peace of redemption—peace with God. Redemption is now complete.” (McGee). Jesus died to pay the penalty for our sins. God is now able to accept those who come to Him through the Lord Jesus. Jesus is the source of all peace. More specifically, His sacrificial death is the source of peace. Jesus, speaking of this peace said, “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28). Are you burdened with sin? Come to Jesus. Paul said, “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1). 



2.
Serenity of peace (vv. 20-21a; Phil 4:6-7; Col 3:15)

Peace with God leads to the peace of God. “When He had said this, He showed them His hands and His side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. So Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace to you!” This is the peace that allows us to triumph in midst of all of life’s storms. It is the supernatural peace that protects us. “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:6-7). This is the peace that rules in our hearts, “And let the peace of God rule in your hearts” (Col 3:15).



3.
Service of peace (vv. 21b-23; Matt 11:29-30)

“As the Father has sent Me, I also send 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 retain the sins of any, they are retained.” Christians that follow the Lord closely will inevitably enjoy a greater peace and more intimate fellowship with their Lord. “There is another peace. It is the peace of those who are in fellowship with God and are doing His will. This is the peace described in Matt 11:29, ‘Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls” (Dr. McGee).

Verses 22 and 23 are difficult to understand. First, verse 22, “And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.” “The image and wording of breathing on them recalls God’s creative work in making Adam (Gen 2:7). Now this post-Resurrection ‘breathing’ was a new kind of creative work for they would soon become new creations (Eph 2:8-10). This reception of the Spirit was in anticipation of the day of Pentecost and should be understood as a partial limited gift of knowledge, understanding, and empowerment until Pentecost, 50 days later” (Bible Knowledge Commentary).

The second verse 23, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” The Apostles were not given the authority to forgive sins. They were, however, given the message of reconciliation. If anyone received the Lord Jesus as Savior they could assure that person their sins were forgiven. Luke wrote that through the disciples, “Repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name.”On the other hand if a person rejects the gospel they have no hope of forgiveness. They remain in their sins and under the wrath of the holy God!
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