Pentecost Sunday 2026: John 20:19-23
This is not the usual Bible text that we think about when considering Pentecost Sunday.  We normally focus on a whole group of people, 50 days after the resurrection of Jesus, in a room and, suddenly, there’s a whirling wind and something that look like flames sit upon the gathered community and they begin to speak in languages they don’t know.  It’s a big issue that Luke describes in the first few chapters of Acts. We often focus upon this as the coming of the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus had promised the disciples just before the ascension.  We are told that, as a result of this manifestation, 3000 people were added to the community of disciples that day!
John’s version from our reading in John 20, is much more intimate.  He meets his friends and he commissions them into doing the work he has shown them to do.  Much less showy, much more personal. Most of the disciples – except for Thomas (he of Doubting Thomas) are together, in a locked room.  But so what?
So often when we think about these amazing actions that take place within the Bible, we don’t think about why they occur – what’s the political or social background to what’s happening, and why is it so shocking at times that things take place?  Well, today, I’d like to think about the context as to what’s happening here and why it is so brilliant that as the friends of Jesus, the disciples, are almost all together in a locked room, that Jesus now comes to see them.  We’ll see that this occasion takes place before the Holy Spirit arrives at the Jewish festival of Pentecost, and we’ll discover that the intimacy and gentleness of their friend Jesus gives them work to do – just as Jesus’ ministry ends, so theirs is beginning.  And that’s the baton that we have been handed too; the baton that we remember on this Day of Pentecost.
John sets this account in the evening (and it is interested to note that John equates darkness with not being able to see, which kinda makes sense when you think about it!) and the disciples who had been worried enough before Jesus was executed are now petrified. They’re in hiding ‘for fear of the Judeans’ (the political collaborators) when, at last, they get a new revelation of Jesus.  Like other elements of John, this is a passage which has been seen as inviting or inciting antisemitism - besides being appallingly wrong, that would also be a problematically oversimplified interpretation, particularly given that the disciples, like Jesus, were, themselves Jewish. The distinction here is between an attack on the Jews as a people and a valid critique of the political faction within their nation who sought to rule by violence. Goodness me, that feels familiar.
Anyway, the disciples are stuck in a room, unsure about what to do next because they are in absolute fear for their lives. And then, they receive a new revelation of Jesus.  He stands among them.  And with a familiar greeting, he says, “Peace be with you.” If this is all you need to hear today, then that’s great – may Jesus stand amongst you and bring you his peace.
It’s interesting to note that this revelation or appearance of Jesus, according to John, takes place on the evening of Easter Sunday.  It’s not, like we might think, weeks and weeks away. Mary Magdalene has that very day seen the risen Jesus and she has told the disciples that she had “seen the Lord!”  What Peter, John and the others think about her claim seems not to have sunk in, and here they are, together, huddling away, scared out of their wits because of the Romans and the Jewish religious leaders.  Having seen Jesus taken from the cross and put into a tomb which they now know to be empty, you can imagine they are both puzzled and fearful.  And here is Jesus, somehow amazingly with them, in a resurrected physical body, inviting “Peace be with you!”
After showing them his wounds, an act which perhaps we can suggest demonstrates solidarity with all who suffer political and social violence, he tells them to ‘receive the Holy Spirit’. In contrast with other Pentecost traditions such as in Acts 2, this is an intimate scene, the spirit is a shared breath, a shared life.  And crucially, it is enough to transform fear into mission.
“Peace be with you,” are Jesus first words (v19) - not simply a ‘hi guys’, but a counter-imperial proclamation, if you like, it is one in the eye for the Pax Romana, the imperial ‘peace’ enforced by military power. Pax was a goddess, actually, with a temple on the via Sacra and altars all over the place, but the Pax Romana was only peace because all dissent had been crushed. People under the Roman army didn’t like being under occupation, but they knew that if they peeped their heads above the parapet, they would likely be taken out.  And so, it was best left to stay put and shut up.  Peace was only peace because they knew the consequences would be awful if they said anything against it.
And this is why the peace that Jesus greeted his disciples with was so important – it wasn’t the peace of fear that froze people to the spot.  This was no peace at all! The peace that Jesus brought with him was that which makes us feel at home and comfortable and relaxed and at one with ourselves, our loved ones and our world.  That wholeness that we often talk about when we talk about peace.  This is what Jesus offers to his friends in this moment, during a frightening time.
So, with his broken body offering an opposite narrative to the domination of empire the peace that Jesus offers, in this story, is not conquest but resistance. It’s not so much ‘hi guys’, more ‘let’s do this…’
John alone among the gospel writers in the appearances tradition emphasises the wounds - the visible reminders of the violence of the state, of his crucifixion by the Romans at the behest of the religious Jewish rulers of the time. Suffering is not erased but transformed. Jesus suffers as we suffer - nobody is immune - the divine feels our pain. And yet offers us peace.
There are echoes here, of course, of Isaiah’s ‘by his wounds we are healed’, but this is a relational passage – there’s a sense that  Jesus’ wounds are our wounds. As the divine feels our pain, and we know that it was somehow the sin of humanity that goes to the cross with Jesus, so it is that by his wounds we have peace.
Jesus offers the anti-empire ‘peace be with you’ before breathing on them. John has been using references from Genesis since his prologue and there’s a definite call back here - God breathes life into creation, Jesus breathes life into his disciples, the dry bones of Ezekiel 37 rattle back to life - the community gets back on to its feet after the shock of Jesus’ death.
The spirit here is not some sort of whacky fire-on-the-head-type ecstatic experience - it’s the relational bonding that Jesus promised previously in John’s gospel.
“If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained," insists Jesus in verse 23. Not an individualistic thing of being forgiven for swearing when you stub your toe or for wishing that you had a nicer house - but a structural concern. The sins of the world are domination, violence, fear and exclusion to name a few - the disciples are to heal the broken relationships of the world. The commission is to liberate - and to restore. This is how Jesus comes to the disciples, and the job is still ours to continue to this day.
What, precisely, is John doing here? Think of it like this: John is not setting out to write a ‘historical’ narrative, this is not intended as newsworthy exposure. It’s a passage full of symbolism – as so much of John’s gospel is - intended as an insight into the minds of the disciples.
Here - in the darkness of their fear and misunderstanding, they at last get a fresh revelation of Jesus willingness to suffer; they recognise that his peace is the opposite to the peace of their experience of the Roman empire - and they realise that for them, silence is violence. 
To remain in hiding here is to participate in the domination system. As with everything about Jesus, there is a response required: are they going to stay where they are, frozen in fear, or are they, equipped by the power of God, now going to become Jesus to those around them, despite the persecution?
They share the breath of Jesus - the spirit is imparted. So as Jesus breathes on them, so we have this intimate, physical, yet spiritual, sign of Jesus passing on his breath, his power, his dynamite stuff to follow him.
Vicariously, we as followers of Jesus, are invited to be Jesus to those around us and to make that difference in the world.  And we might ask ourselves what difference can we make in our small corner?  And that’s they point.  The disciples are stuck in their locked room – but at some stage they have to pluck up the courage to leave it.  Just to go about their everyday business such as go to the shop or do the washing. But they had to release the locking mechanism of that door.  Jesus had commissioned them to work for him.
And, just as for them, so it is for us. Om this Pentecost Sunday where we remember the followers of Jesus are in a room and the Holy Spirit appears and changes the world in all sorts of acts, so we, filled with the spirit of Jesus – the Holy Spirit – are invited to join in the mission of God. 
May we have the spirit to pluck up our courage and leave our locked rooms – how ever they may manifest – and serve Jesus in our lives and in our world.  We might think that we’re too old (sorry, you’re not – think of Methusala at 969) or not experienced enough (even Moses used that excuse and it didn’t wash with the Almighty!), or that we can’t speak (again, Moses) or that we’re too young (Jeremiah), or that we’re disabled or unqualified or whatever our reasoning.  The Holy Spirit – part of that trinitarian Godhead that we believe is somehow very much the divine represented – can live in us and make a difference through us.  
We are invited to join this wonderful divine dance that is living for Jesus.  Each one of us, created in the divine imagine, made in the image of God, are designed to praise and worship and act and respond actively in response to what God has done for us.  Jesus is the best example of that, and as we know him, so it is that we want to live for him in this difficult world.  Thankfully we don’t do it alone.  We are together as church – the community of God in this place – and we are bound together somehow by the Holy Spirit who gives us what we need to serve and act and respond to loving our world and loving our neighbours.
The Holy Spirit is God’s gift to his beloved creation. The Holy Spirit is, I guess, the divine active ingredient that makes the difference. The Holy Spirit is not to be feared, but, as we have discovered today, is to be our friend who lives within us and inspires us to live for Jesus.
May we, this Pentecost Sunday, be aware of the divine inspiration, and may we receive this gift for ourselves, for the benefit of those around us.


