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Text: John 20:19-31

On Sunday evening [the same day He rose from the dead], the disciples were 
together behind locked doors because they were afraid of the Jews. Jesus stood 
among them and said to them, “Peace be with you!” When he said this he showed 
them his hands and his side. The disciples were glad to see the Lord.
 
Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me so I am 
sending you.” After he had said this he breathed on the disciples and said, “Receive
the Holy Spirit. Whenever you forgive sins they are forgiven. Whenever you don’t 
forgive them they are not forgiven.”
 Thomas, one of the twelve apostles, who was called Didymus [meaning the twin], 
was not with them when Jesus came. The other disciples told him, “We have seen 
the Lord.”
 
Thomas told them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, put my fingers into 
them, and put my hand into his side I will never believe.”
 
The next Sunday Jesus’ disciples were again in the house and Thomas was with 
them. Even though the doors were locked Jesus stood among them and said, 
“Peace be with you!” Then Jesus said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and look at
my hands. Take your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.”
 
Thomas responded to Jesus, “My Lord and my God!”
 
Jesus said to Thomas, “You believe because you have seen me. Blessed are those 
who have not seen me and believe.”
 
Jesus performed many other miracles that his disciples saw. Those miracles are not 
written in this book, but these miracles have been written so that you will believe 
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and so that you will have life by 
believing in him.
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Grace to you in the name of our risen Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.

Have you ever been in a situation that, if only for a short time, paralyzed you 
with fear? Maybe it was when a doctor’s visit brought a diagnosis of serious 
illness; a report that comes back with cancer or some other ailment. You might 
wonder how you’re going to tell your friends or your family. You may even feel 
like you don’t know what to do or say. For perhaps a few moments, maybe longer, 
you just don’t know what to do. 

In our reading from Acts today we see that kind of situation for eleven men. 
They had followed Jesus, supported Him and learned from Him. Jesus was their 
best friend and teacher. Then, with what appeared to be no warning, Jesus was 
dead and the Temple Authority was hunting them all down like dogs to kill them, 
just like they killed Jesus. They were paralyzed with fear. They were hiding in a 
house with all the doors and windows shut and locked. Every time they heard 
footsteps outside they wondered if they had been found.

No one is able to think clearly. No one is stepping up to lead. They are all 
hiding. Thomas had stepped out, perhaps to get some food for the group, but not 
much else is happening.  Then, with no warning, no door or window opened, Jesus 
is standing in the room. His first words are, “Peace be with you.1” I suppose those 
words had two meanings. The first was to calm them from the obvious startling jolt
they all received when Jesus just appeared in front of them. The other meaning was
perhaps to calm their fears; to help them understand they are not abandoned, they 
are not alone in the world. 

I think what is most strange about this scene is that Jesus told them over and 
over again that He would die and then rise again on the third day. He told them that
several time just the previous week. Still they were all lost in the fear that now He 
was gone forever. They all doubted Jesus. They doubted God and now they were 
doubting themselves as well. 

All that doubt was sin. Sin is the thing that separates us from God. Sin is the 
thing that imprisons us in bars of our own making, that never let us go. The 
disciples that day were locked up in a room with all the doors and windows shut. 
They were also locked up in their own doubt, insecurity and fear. That is why Jesus
said to them, “Peace be with you.” Jesus was freeing them from that prison they 
had made. 

Were the fears of the disciples legitimate? Sure they were. I bet all of us here 
would have been just as concerned. They had only days ago witnessed Jesus being 
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executed in the most horrible and gruesome way. The Temple Authority was out to 
get them, to kill them the same way. You’d be afraid too! If they could take out 
Jesus, what would stop them from getting you?

Those fears, however, would have been unfounded. They had no reason to fear,
and neither do we. Jesus was not taken out. Jesus took Himself out. He died 
voluntarily to save you. No one defeated Him.2 He defeated all of sin, all of Satan, 
all of the staining filth that kept you from God. Besides that, He was not dead. He 
was risen. Here now, for the first time, He is showing himself to the ten disciples 
present. He is showing them that He is not a ghost, but physical and real. He shows
them His hands and His side. By this evidence they will know beyond all doubt 
this is Jesus who was crucified. 

By all of this Jesus frees them from their prison and gives them the keys to the 
kingdom of Heaven. Listen to His words, 

As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you. Receive 
the Holy Spirit. Whenever you forgive sins they are 
forgiven. Whenever you don’t forgive them they are not 
forgiven.3

In the Lutheran church we call this the Office of the Keys. The right and authority 
to forgive sins.

They had been set free and also given the power to set other free. They were 
given the power of the Holy Spirit, but they resisted all of that. They were still 
filled with doubt and fear when Jesus left. A week later they are still locked up in 
that house with all of the doors and windows shut. They have not yet begun to 
enjoy their freedom, but instead chose to remain in their homemade prison, even 
after they have been set free. 

This time all eleven are present. (You understand there are only eleven now 
because Judas has hanged himself. His prison sadly will never end.) Thomas is 
present with them this time. During the week they all told Thomas that Jesus was 
alive, but Thomas would not step out of the cage he had built for himself. He 
refused to believe. In English we use the word ‘doubt’ but the Greek word is far 
stronger than that. Thomas had no faith. Thomas had utterly walked away from 
God. Thomas didn’t believe in anything anymore. 

You need to understand that is a big jump for Thomas. It was just three weeks 
earlier, in John chapter 11, that Jesus needs to go back to an area where people 
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wanted to kill Him. The other disciples try to talk Jesus out of going but Jesus said 
He must go. It was Thomas who said, “Let us go so that we too can die with 
Jesus.4” Thomas was the strong one. Thomas was the faithful one. Now however 
Thomas has denied his faith, and his Lord. 

Jesus had first appeared to them the previous Sunday. Now it is Sunday again. 
This time Thomas is there too. Again Jesus miraculously appears without opening 
a door or window, all of which were locked due to their prison of fear. Again Jesus 
says, “Peace be with you.” Then Jesus presents Himself as evidence to Thomas. 

Thomas does not return to faith easily. He inspects Jesus carefully. He 
examines the wounds to be sure it really is Jesus. Finally, his heart is cracked, his 
bitterness is weakened, his doubt is pushed away. Thomas says, “My Lord and my 
God!5” Thomas has returned to the fold and all of Heaven rejoiced.6 Jesus, no 
doubt glad that Thomas has not been lost, still chides him a bit.7 He doesn’t let 
Thomas off too easy, but Thomas too is now free. 

Thomas is free the same way you were set free. Like Thomas, and the other 
disciples, however, we do not always live like one who has been set free. We 
sometimes remain in that self-built prison. You should know that the disciples still 
did not leave that room after Jesus second visit. They stayed there, cooped up and 
scared to go outside. It would be several days before Peter would muster up the 
courage to go to his boat and do some fishing. 

We are just like them, aren’t we? We have been set free from our sins and still 
we allow them to plague us and pester us. Satan, a name that means ’Accuser,’ 
whispers accusations in our ear with words like, “You know what you’ve done. 
You are not really forgiven. You still have to earn God’s love.” Lies! Lies all of it! 

You might think, “You don’t know what I’ve done. You don’t know the life 
I’ve led.” You might be right, I don’t know. I don’t but God does, and it is God 
who has set you free in spite of what you’ve done. He has set you free the same 
way He set me, and everyone else here, free. Fellow sinners, we are forgiven.

We know this truth, “Christ died for us while we were still sinners. This 
demonstrates God’s love for us.8” Our salvation has nothing to do with our effort. 
Our salvation has nothing to do with our work.9 Our salvation is all about Jesus. 
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Jesus presence, Jesus effort, and Jesus work. Jesus, being God, therefore being 
perfect, did that work for us perfectly. 

Perfectly did everything and anything that needed to be done. We were at one 
time destined for the prison made for Satan.10 That prison was never meant to hold 
us. It was never made for us or any human being. That prison is called Hell and it 
was meant only for Satan and his demons. We have been acquitted of all wrong 
doing. We will never see the inside of that prison because Jesus has made it so. 

It is you, and only you, that can now send you to that horrible place. It is you, 
and only you, that can lock you up inside those gates that will never open again. It 
is you, and only you, who can build those walls that trap you forever away from 
the God who loves you, and the Church that cares for you. 

You, like the disciples, are free. We should not wallow in that guilt and struggle
any more. The question is will we? Will we still have doubts? Will we still do 
things we should not do? Will we still confine ourselves within walls called sin? 
Yes, sadly the answer is yes we will. That is why Martin Luther said we must, each
day, drown our sins in the waters of our Holy Baptism. Because sin is all around 
us. Satan is always tempting us. 

The world will threaten us with all kinds of fear. It will throw its worst at us. 
The world’s worst is death. We however, know something that the world does not. 
Jesus has conquered death. Death, where is your victory? Death, where is your 
sting?11

I’ll tell you where it is. It is nowhere. It has no power over you, because you 
are free, and what Jesus sets free is free forever.12 That is the message we teach 
here. The message of the Easter promise. That is the message we take outside these
walls to everyone out there. They all need to hear it. They all need to know the 
prison doors are wide open. We are all free to walk out into the open air; to walk 
down that narrow road to a place called Heaven.

In Jesus’ name. 

Amen.
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