     John Eason - St. Barnabas Sermon, May 23, 2010 – Pentecost
           “Locked in, & hunkered down, or sent out, in power?”
Text: John 20:19-23

Have you ever just wanted to lock the door?  Has there ever been a time when you just wanted to disappear, and shut yourself off from the challenges of life, and the problems of the world?

You know, I can’t stand up here this morning and confess that I’ve ever been the target of persecution for what I believed, or that I’ve been on the run from the authorities – like the apostles, in today’s lesson.  But I have felt like retreating into my own little safe place, at times.  Because, sometimes, the world and life can seem overwhelming – and getting away from it all just seems like the best option!

Work, an issue in a relationship, an impossible situation at school, a financial crisis, the feeling of being ignored and unappreciated … the list could go on and on!  But, none-the-less, all involving things that make you and I just want to go away someplace, and lock the door, and “hunker down.”

There was a movie that came out several years ago called “The Panic Room,” starring Jodie Foster.  She and her daughter had moved into a house with a built-in “panic room” – a supposedly impenetrable room in the house to which the occupants could escape, should there be some sort of threat or intrusion.  An option this mother and her young daughter thought they’d never have to use – but, unfortunately, did have to.
I can remember, back during the time of the Cuban missile crisis, some families in Jacksonville built fallout shelters.  Others, like my dad, didn’t actually build one – but thought about it.  Places to escape to, and to hopefully be safe – regardless of what might be going on outside!

So here the disciples were, in a house, behind locked doors – John tells us, “for fear of the Jews.”  Not all the Jews – not the general population – but those religious leaders who might be seeking to have the same thing happen to them, as had happened to their leader and master, Jesus.  Who knows, they may have heard rumors that there were those out to apprehend and arrest anyone who’d been affiliated with Jesus!

So, for the time being, this group of men, who’d once had dreams and visions of restoring God’s Kingdom – had now reached the point of doing nothing more than waiting, and hiding, and hoping against hope that they just might live yet another day!!
But then everything changed when Jesus arrived.  To begin with, they weren’t expecting him.  In fact, seeing him again was likely the last thing they thought would happen!  It also probably had to be more than just a little unnerving that he didn’t walk in on them in the conventional manner – through the door!  

Jesus knew they were scared.  Jesus knew they had no idea what to do next.  So the first thing he said to them was “Peace be with you.”  Words of comfort, words of assurance, words meant to calm their fears, and to restore their hope.  

John reports to us that then Jesus showed them his hands and his side – I believe so they would truly know it was him, and not just somebody who looked like him.  “Then the disciples rejoiced, when they saw it was the Lord!”  And, once again, Jesus said to them, “Peace be with you.”

Now, an outsider might have wondered how Jesus could give his disciples – his followers – this false hope – this false sense of peace.  After all, weren’t their lives still in jeopardy?!  Weren’t there still folks out there who might be trying to hunt them down and kill them?!
But, the truth is – the “world” has never understood the “peace” that our Lord brings those who have chosen to follow him!  Because it’s unlike anything the world has to offer!  It’s unlike anything the world could ever understand!  In fact, Jesus referred to this peace elsewhere as the “peace that passes all understanding.”  Peace which is not dependent upon outward circumstances.  An inward peace that, no matter how hard he might try – unless we let him – the Enemy can’t take away from us!!  Amen?!

When I gave my talk at the Women’s 4th Day weekend this past Friday, a few times I forgot that I was just giving a talk, and that I wasn’t preachin’, and I threw in a few “Amens!!”  I guess it was OK, though, ‘cause they didn’t kick me out!

The last thing Jesus did that evening was to send out these disciples.  “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  There was still work to be done to further the Kingdom!  There were still folks who needed healing and deliverance!  There were still bondages to be broken, and principalities and powers to be overcome!  And there were still those who needed to hear the message of God’s love, God’s hope, and God’s desire for them to be in an eternal relationship with Him!

However, Jesus knew these guys didn’t have the where-with-all to do this in and of themselves.  As good-intentioned, and as hard-working as he knew they were – they needed a special, miraculous, divine equipping and empowering – to go on the mission, to do the work, and to live out the ministry and calling for which he was sending them out.
So, he breathed on them, and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  (Repeat)  You see, this was the power – this was the divine power they needed – the power they had to have – if they were to do the work our Lord was sending them out to do … and if they were to make an eternal difference in this world – for Christ’s sake!!  Along with this infilling of the Spirit, this group was also commissioned with the authority to forgive, or not to forgive, the sins of those to whom they encountered along the way.

I believe this equipping and empowering of the Holy Spirit gave these first disciples the “discernment” to know when someone they encountered was truly repentant, and really serious about doing business with God, and being reconciled to Him.  And I also believe this gift of discernment would let them know when they encountered someone who might just be “going through the motions,” and not meaning a word of what they said!
Folks, God knows when we’re really serious and sincere about repenting, and seeking His forgiveness.  And He also knows when we’re just “going through the motions!”  Amen?!
This lesson today is not very long- it’s only 5 verses.  But there’s a lot packed into this short passage!  And what we’ll try to do this morning is cover, as much as our time allows, 3 key things here:  1) the “peace” which Jesus brings, 2) the giving (or breathing forth) of the Holy Spirit, and 3) the sending out.

First, let’s look at the “peace” Jesus brought.  This “peace” Jesus brought his disciples that night was a “peace” that had the power to calm a room full of grief-stricken, paranoid, beaten-down, and hopeless guys … guys who, only moments before, thought there was a good possibility they might not live to see tomorrow!  This “peace,” accompanied by the presence of the Risen Lord – had the power to drive out their fear, to restore their hope, and to give them, once again, the joy they thought they’d lost forever!

And this is the same “peace” that Jesus offers each one of us!  Peace in the midst of the trials and challenges of life!  Peace when others say there is no peace!  Peace in the midst of personal crisis!  Peace with our Lord and our God, even when the world and the Enemy tell us such a “peace” can only be a dream, but never be a reality!  Peace that you and I have access to, if we’ll only receive it!  Lord, give us that peace today!  Give us that “peace that passes all understanding” … that “peace” the world can never offer us – this Pentecost morning!!

In the book of Genesis, we’re told that God breathed His own breath – His “breath of life” – ruach in Hebrew, and pneumas in Greek, into the man He had created.  Genesis 2:7 – “Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.”  Without the “breath of God” being breathed into us, there is no life.  Without the breath of God’s Holy Spirit – this same ruach – this same pneumas – being breathed into us … there is no life, there is no power, there is no purpose, there is no equipping – for us to live into the potential God has for each and every one of us – including you and me – as his followers, his disciples, his witnesses – in this world!!
Without the power of the Holy Spirit flowing through us, we can’t “get off the dime” in telling our stories, in being witnesses for Christ’s sake, and in inviting others to come, and to taste and see that the Lord is good!!  Without the power of the Holy Spirit, we can’t live our lives in victory over sin!  Oh, we can try – but without the Spirit – the Enemy has the upper hand!  Without the guidance and direction of the Spirit, we can’t grasp, understand, and fathom the riches and meaning of God’s Word!  
And without the power of the Holy Spirit of Almighty God – coursing through our being – we can’t even begin to embark upon the ministry of healing, and deliverance, and all the other things that this power from on high offers – in order to make God’s Kingdom a reality in the here and now!!
And then finally, we come to the sending out.  You see, Jesus didn’t just breathe the breath of the Spirit on his disciples that night so they would feel good, and be refreshed, and have a sense of confidence, and then stay together in a “first century holy huddle!”  He breathed power into each and every one of them so they could continue his work, his mission, and his ministry – in the world!  “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” … (Repeat)  “As the Father has sent Jesus, so he sends us!!”
Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you for this celebration today of that first “transformed” Pentecost.  Thank you for the gift of your Spirit – your Holy and life-giving Spirit – in all its fullness!  Help us to live into the fullness of all your Spirit has to offer us.  Help us to understand how important, how critical, how essential it is for us to be willing to allow you to impart the fullness of your Spirit upon us, if we are to truly be partners with you – in the building of your Kingdom.  Lord God, Heavenly Father, pour out your Spirit upon us now, as we pray – breath in our nostrils your ruach – your pneumas – as we wait before you this morning.  From this day forward, may each of us live into the fullness and the potential you have for us – through life in your Spirit!  To further your Kingdom, and for you honor and glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen, & amen!! 
