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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

Almighty God, at the feast of Pentecost you sent your Holy Spirit to the 
gathered disciples, filling them with new boldness to proclaim your 
gospel and embody your love, grant now that by the same Spirit your 
word may come alive in our hearing and understanding so that we, too, 
may be empowered for faithful witness in this time and place; through 
Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, now and forever. Amen. 

Today, we celebrate the festival of Pentecost. And in many churches 
today, congregations will hear the more familiar story from the second 
chapter in the book of Acts, when people from many nations are 
gathered about 50 days after the resurrection of Jesus and a great rushing 
wind is heard and flames rest on the people and they speak multiple 
languages. And those that are gathered around are able to understand 
what is being said. It’s the precursor to Peter preaching to the crowds 
and baptizing thousands of converts. It’s a miraculous story – a big story 
– like a scene from a summer blockbuster movie. 

But there is another Pentecost story, one that is a little more subtle, a 
little more immediate, and a little more intimate. Maybe a story that 
more of us can relate to instead of rushing wind and descending flames, 
and the ability to speak in another language not our own. This story 
shows a Jesus directly with his disciples, close enough to breathe on 
them. 
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The scene takes place in the night, it is the evening after the news of the 
resurrection, not some 50 days later, but the very night after disciples 
had shown up to an empty tomb that morning. The disciples are locked 
in a room, in fear. They don’t know what to do, they are wondering what 
is next. There they are, doors shut tight. Windows drawn and shuttered. 
Candles flicker shadows on the walls. The air is stale. The tension is 
high. 

Listen now, to this other Pentecost story from the Gospel of John. 

John 20:19–23 

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the 
doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for 
fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, 
“Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands 
and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 
Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has 
sent me, so I send you.” 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.” 

Not quite the summer blockbuster movie! One preacher describes the 
scene, “The room was heavy with the mood of staleness, stifling the 
ability to breathe normally. That handful of would-be disciples had 
difficulty catching their breath, for fear: fearing for their own lives; 
fearing the worst (the body probably was stolen!); fearing the best (what 
if he is alive!); fearing the future, without the presence of their Rabbi-
Master-Messiah; fearing their own relationships, already suspicious of 
one another. Can they really trust one another any longer?”i 
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There they are, looking at one another with growing suspicion and 
worry. Perhaps they are reviewing the events of the last several days in 
their heads. Going back and thinking through where it all went wrong. 
Wondering how they arrived at this place, a place they never thought 
they would be. But here they are. Huddled in a room, the air still.  

And then, like a breath of fresh air, Jesus comes and stands beside them 
and among them and says, “Peace be with you.” When the disciples 
recognize Jesus, they are overjoyed, and again, as if to reinforce it Jesus 
declares to them a second time, “Peace be with you.” And then he does a 
marvelous thing. Gently, (breathe) he breathes on them, and says, 
“Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

“Peace be with you,” Jesus says, twice. Similar words have been spoken 
by Jesus before to the disciples. Earlier in the gospel of John, Jesus tells 
the disciples that God will give them “another Advocate,” the “Spirit of 
truth” (14:16–17, 26), and says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I 
give to you” (14:27). One preacher says, “It’s easy to imagine that this 
was a familiar and comforting refrain that they’ve received from the lips 
of Jesus many times when they needed it most, as he spoke words of 
peace into hearts gripped by fear.”ii 

Jesus calms their nerves, perhaps reminding them of the promise that 
God will give them another Advocate, and then he breathes on them. 
What a marvelous image that captures the nature of the "giftedness" of 
the Holy Spirit. "He breathed on them." The very breath of Christ, that 
which was and is the life of Christ, is the life of the Holy Spirit. The 
breath of Christ becomes the wind of the Spirit. The energy and warmth 
of the very being of Christ is the fire of the Spirit. God, the Redeemer 
Christ, "gifts" the church with a saving breath of life. 

  



4 

It is the same breath that moved over the storms of chaos andbrought 
order to creation. It is the same breath that moved over a valley filled 
with dried, scorched bones in order to restore life to a people before the 
eyes of Ezekiel. Now, on this night, it is the same breath which moves 
over a group of fear-filled disciples, huddling in a room of uncertainty, 
and transforms them into the dynamic, energy-filled servants we call the 
church. 

In contrast to the more familiar Pentecost scene, with the rush of a 
violent wind, the spirit, here, arrives more gently, more intimately. 
Jesus’s breathing the Spirit upon the disciples echoes back to Genisis 
and the story of creation where God molds the dirt of the earth and then 
breathes into the nostrils of the first human and gives them the breath of 
life. 

“He breathed on them,” and it was like a breath of fresh air. When that 
breath was felt, things changed and lives changed. It became for them 
like a gentle breeze stirred by a fan on a hot summer day; or, like sitting 
on a porch, or under a tree in the cool of the evening. You could feel the 
wind/Spirit as if throwing open the windows for a springtime airing of a 
house closed for months against the cold and dark of winter.  

The act of breathing on them was followed in the same motion with the 
word that was the gift. “Receive the Holy Spirit!” There are no flashing 
signs, no loud sirens and no gimmicks to hook the suspicious long 
enough to get their names on the roster. “Here is the gift of life, which 
will be like a breath of fresh air to a stale world. For in receiving this 
gift, you receive my spirit,” Jesus seems to be saying. In that giftedness, 
the disciples discover that their fear is replaced with joy, their shyness is 
replaced with boldness, their hesitation is replaced with courage, and 
their sense of lost-ness is replaced with a sense of purpose. 
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Now, with that joy, boldness, courage and purpose, the disciples move 
out from behind their locked doors. From all the accounts of the gift-
Spirit, it is quite apparent that this gift means action. This is not a gift to 
place on the mantel, or in a trophy case, or to hang on a wall with the 
other symbols of our specialness. This is not a gift to preserve and 
protect, grateful for having been thus blessed to receive, but it's mine 
and no one else's! Rather, this gift sends us out as Christ's 
representatives to the world. 

And our passage today tells us the nature of our mission in being sent – 
we are on a mission of forgiveness. This is the first time in the Gospel of 
John where forgiveness is mentioned and it’s a little weird and, I think, 
hard to understand. Verse 23 reads “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.” 

On face value, I am perplexed by this verse because it sure seems like I, 
as a follower of Jesus, I am given the responsibility over other’s sin and 
given the job of deciding whether or not to forgive or retain someone’s 
sins. It could seem like we are asked to perpetuate sin by the refusal of 
giving forgiveness. But I can’t reconcile this with a God that so loved 
the world that he sent the son for the forgiveness of sins for all. 

Now, hold with me for just a little bit, because I’m going to talk a little 
about grammar. There is some debate amongst New Testament scholars 
about the Greek and how it is translated with this particular verse. The 
word “sin” in the original Greek, doesn’t actually appear in the second 
part of this sentence about retaining sins. It’s only implied, and some 
translators have put it in to make the sentence flow better. The word 
“sin” is in the first part of the phrase “If you forgive the sins of any, they 
are forgiven.” But in the sentence that is translated “if you retain the sins 



6 

of any, they are retained” the word for “sins” isn’t there in the original 
Greek. 

One scholar suggests that a more careful reading, a more faithful reading 
would be, “Of whomever you forgive the sins, they (the sins) are 
forgiven to them; whomever you hold fast [or embrace], they are held 
fast.’ In other words, the sins in the first statement are forgiven. It is the 
persons, not sins, in the second part of statement who are the ‘object 
grasped or held fast.’” “Whoever you hold, they are held fast.” Oh my, 
what a difference that makes.  

With this reading it is possible to see the God who so loved the world, 
that Jesus was sent, not to condemn but to save, to show grace, to show 
mercy, to hold fast to us. That is, whomever the community has 
forgiven, they must hold fast to them. It means we make way for people 
who have done wrong in the past, but have repented, and want to be a 
part of the community once again. It requires us to make room for grace. 
To take a breath, and work on repair and restoration. 

If this interpretation and translation are more accurate, and I think there 
is a strong case to be made, then grace prevails. If you hold fast to 
someone, they are held fast. Through whatever it is they need. Through 
whatever doubt or suspicion or grief, or whatever else it may be – until 
they can get to that place where they experience the reality of the risen 
Christ. 

Nathaniel is held through his skepticism. The woman at the well is held 
through her suspicion and caution. The man born blind is held through 
his rejection and eventual healing. Mary Magdalen is held through her 
grief. The disciples, Thomas not being the only one, are held through 
their doubt, fear, and partial understanding.  
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This is the work to which the disciples, the work to with we all have 
been called. By the power of the Spirit, to hold fast to one another. To 
share the story, to share what we have experienced, and then hold fast to 
one another until others can have their own experience of the risen one. 
As always, with Jesus – well, with the God that is three-in-one – it is 
about relationship. 

While I will not say it is impossible that someone may see Jesus in front 
of them – I am more willing to say that there are other ways that Jesus 
shows up to us. Through the word of scripture, through our worship, 
through serving others or being served, through learning and asking 
questions, through sharing our doubt and expressing fears and joys, or, 
as has been my experience through the care and concern of the gathered 
community of Jesus, that is through community the community of the 
church, through the power of relationship.  

I like this Pentecost story that is more intimate and close. I like this story 
of Jesus coming and breathing on the disciples. As I said earlier, it’s a 
little more tangible of a story than the great winds and the fires of the 
Pentecost story in Acts. I like an up close and personal Jesus, one who 
comes along side of me and wishes me peace. One who is close enough 
that he can breathe on me. I like the Jesus that calls us into relationship. 

As I said, there are some who mark Pentecost as the birthday of the 
church. Some churches even have big cakes and sing happy birthday to 
mark the occasion. And that’s fine, I’m always up for cake! But I think 
when we approach Pentecost in this way, as a celebration and 
remembrance of the birth of the church, it has a way of making us look 
backward. It is marking something behind us. It marks the time way 
back in the past when the Spirit was active amongst the people. But the 
thing is, I think the Spirit is active now. I think the Spirit is out front 
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ahead of us. Jesus is saying to us now, “here, receive the Holy Spirit, 
now go.”  

Go and replace any timidity with boldness, replace the worry with joy, 
replace the hesitation with courage, replace the wondering with purpose, 
replacing blaming with a word of forgiveness. Here is a breath of fresh 
air, go out in my name and live into the Spirit, become who you are 
called to be, the dynamic, energy-filled servants of the church. Jesus 
says, “Now, with that joy, boldness, courage and purpose, move out 
from behind your doors. Go be my representatives to the world.” 

That is the call of the church, of this church, and all of us as members of 
it. We are the ones given the commission to continue what Jesus started, 
to walk in the ways of Jesus, in the way of forgiveness, love, justice, 
mercy and grace. We are the ones to hold one another until the other has 
an experience of Christ. 

If we are able to forgive someone, all the better. If we are able to provide 
comfort to someone, all the better. If we are able to provide insight or 
wisdom to someone, all the better. If we are able to bring a moment of 
peace to someone, all the better. But failing all of that, let us be present 
to one another. Let us hold fast to one another until the comfort, the 
assurance, the wisdom, the peace, or whatever else is needed comes. Let 
us hold fast to one another. 

Amen. 

 
 

i The first portion of this sermon is adapted and rearranged from, “Like a Breath of Fresh Air: Sermons For 
Pentecost” by Larry M. Goodpaster.  
ii https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/day-of-pentecost/commentary-on-
john-2019-23-6 


