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Coming Home: In the Church1 
John 20:19-23 
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Welcome to 2015.  And welcome to the last sermon in our Coming Home series.  
If you are new with us this morning this is the end of a five part series which 
began in November on the first Sunday of Advent.  And in it we have been taking 
an in depth look at God’s plan to make a way for us to be with Him again.  
This is what Advent is all about, this is what Christmas is about.  And in fact this 
is what the Bible and all of human history is about. 
  
It all started back in the Garden when God created us in His image.  Now God 
created us, not because He was bored or lonely, but because He wanted to 
share His perfection with us.  And so He built us in His image which means 
among other things we are creative beings with the capacity to have dominion 
over the rest of creation.  But it also means we have the ability to relate to each 
other and to Him.  And this is our purpose; this is why He made us.  We were 
created to perfectly reflect God’s image back up to Him and out to the rest of 
creation in a relational way. 
 
And in the Garden before sin entered the picture this is what we did – Adam and 
Eve hung out with God in the cool of the day and they enjoyed His presence and 
God enjoyed theirs – that’s remarkable – and they enjoyed each other’s. 
 
But it didn’t stay that way.  Not long after the beginning we used our innate ability 
for creativity to imagine life without our Creator.  We chose autonomy over 
obedience.  And when that happened and sin – which is the choice to reject God 
and His way – entered the picture everything in creation was broken.  
… 
And this is the world we find ourselves in.  When we look out the window today 
we see a broken world.  And we know it is broken because when we see 
selfishness and disease and ultimately death around us, it bothers us – aren’t 
you bothered by what you see in the world?...  Of course, and that’s because we 
all know things aren’t the way they are supposed to be. 
… 
Now the biggest thing that was lost when sin entered the picture the presence of 
God – we lost the ability to actually walk with God in the cool of the day.  And the 
presence of God is everything to creatures created for the purpose of enjoying 
and reflecting that presence. 
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And away from God’s presence we found ourselves in the wilderness.  And so 
after the Genesis story the rest of the Old Testament tells us of God’s children, 
the people of Israel, and their perpetual struggles with sin on a rollercoaster of 
autonomy and obedience and the wilderness that resulted.   
 
But in the midst of the wilderness we see something that doesn’t make sense.  
While people have continued to choose autonomy over obedience and refused to 
live God’s way He hasn’t abandon us in the wilderness.  In fact the story of Israel 
is all about God walking with them through the wildernesses they brought upon 
themselves – and this is still the way He acts.  God never leaves or forsakes us.  
Our God is a wilderness walking companion and this is a remarkable and 
worship worthy thing. Amen? 
 
And throughout the Old Testament periods of wilderness we see God working to 
make a way for His people to be with Him again, like we were in the Garden.  
And that brought us up to the New Testament where God’s plan came to 
completion.  God put on meat to mend the void between us.  Jesus became a 
man to deal with the sin that separates us from God’s presence.  And He did this 
so that no matter where you are today, if you ask Him, He will take your sin upon 
Himself and clothe you with His righteousness so you can be with Him again. 
 
Now this doesn’t happen automatically.  There is a decision to be made.  A 
commitment not to do it ourselves and instead to walk the path of obedience in 
grace by the power of the Holy Spirit.  We have to trust in Jesus. 
 
And so today if you have never done this – or perhaps you’ve said the right 
words but you recognize you haven’t been living like you should – I urge you 
even where you are sitting to pray and tell God you want to live in His presence 
the way He designed you to.  You want to allow Jesus’ perfect obedience to 
absorb and absolve your selfish lust to do things your own way.  You want to be 
clothed by His righteousness and empowered by His Spirit and become who you 
were created to be.  You can do that even now where you sit.  Call out to Jesus 
to make a change in your life.  Make 2015 the year you accept God’s plan to 
make a way for you to be with Him again. 
 … 
Alright, please open your Bibles to John chapter 20.  If you are using a pew Bible 
you will find it on page 769.  And as you turn there please pray with me. 
 
[Pray] 
 
Okay, for the rest of this message I want to look forward from the incarnation, the 
first Advent,  to what it means to live as God’s people in light of the incarnation. 
  
You see we are a people living between two advents.  God came to earth in the 
past and He will return in the future, but between these two moments God has 
promised to be with us in a very special way. 
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Earlier in John as Jesus was preparing His disciples for His death and departure 
He said: 

Very truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. 
Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, 

I will send Him to you. (John 16:7) 
 
And this promise is the answer to a deep Old Testament longing.  Prior to Jesus 
the people longed desperately for God’s presence to come and live with them.  
But they only got a glimpse of it.  Sometimes God would come and speak 
through a particular prophet or leader like Moses or Isaiah or David.  And 
sometimes His presence would inhabit a place like the temple.  But the average 
person would never taste God’s presence first hand.  They would only look on it 
from afar.   
 
But what Jesus promised His disciples was that in the church age, between the 
two Advents, this was going to change.  He would send the Holy Spirit to dwell 
among and within His people. 
  
And this is who the church is.  We are the people in whom God’s presence 
resides.  God has made a way for the world to be with Him right now, and it’s 
called church.  Now I’m not talking about the building, I’m talking about the bride, 
and we will get into that.  But please look with me at John chapter 20 starting in 
verse 19. 
 
[Read John 20:19] 
 
This is the evening of the day Jesus came back from the dead.  Before this point 
Mary Magdalene was the only one who had seen Him.  And Jesus’ disciples 
have gathered together.  This is the first church meeting. 
 
And they are a very unimpressive bunch.  They are still reeling from the 
crucifixion and their own failings as each of them ran from Jesus in His moment 
of capture.  They are no doubt wondering and doubting the words of Mary and 
her claim that Jesus has come back from the dead.  And the doors of that very 
first church service are locked because they are afraid of those outside. 
… 
Have you ever seen a group of Christians try to lock out the dangers of the 
world?  It’s a sad picture. 
 
And then boom Jesus is among them – He stood among them.  And God 
Himself was present with the church.   
… 
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Jesus had come to make these men and women into something more than the 
sum of their parts.  He came to transform a scared group of world fearers into His 
glorious bride by giving them peace and purpose.  And so as He stands among 
them the first words out of His mouth are what they need to receive: “peace be 
with you. 
 
Friends, when our eyes shift to the dangers of the world or the storms of the 
wilderness – think Peter trying to walk on water – we can’t be who Jesus wants 
us to be.  But we don’t have to stay in that place, we can fix our eyes on the 
Prince of Peace.  And this is what the disciples do.  Look at verse 20. 
 
[Read John 20:20] 
 
They saw Jesus and these moments-earlier-fearful-hiders were “overjoyed.”  Do 
you see that?  Overjoyed means joy bubbling over the top.  This is something 
that can’t be locked up!  And this is what it means to be the church.  The church 
is the people of God living at peace because their eyes are fixed on Jesus 
standing among them. 
… 
So that’s who we are, but unfortunately the story of the church isn’t a “happily 
ever after” story.  We know this right? 
 
I mean does anyone know that in spite of having it’s eyes fixed on Jesus the 
church they are part of isn’t perfect?...  I know the church I’m part of isn’t perfect 
because their pastor has problems, maybe yours does too.  Or maybe your own 
imperfections are the problem at your church? 
 
But there is something important here.  In spite of the fact Jesus knew He was 
building a church out of imperfect people, nowhere in scripture does He give 
permission to anyone to be critical of it.  And that’s because Jesus loves the 
church as His bride.  Ephesians 5 says: 

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself 

up for her, that He might sanctify her… so that He might present the 

church to Himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle (Ephesians 5:25-

26) 
 

Think of it this way.  If you’re someone who has been married for longer 
than about a day you know that your spouse isn’t perfect – nobody say 
amen!  But just because we know this doesn’t mean it’s alright for 
someone else to comment on it, right?  I mean if you want a fight just tell 
me something bad about my wife.  You’ll find I’m not very friendly, 
because it’s my job to defend the woman God gave me no matter what. 
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And Jesus is the defender of His church.  And so if we are going to be on Jesus’ 
side then when we discern problems with His bride we need to pray “God You’ve 
gifted me with the ability to see the problem here, now give me Jesus’ heart and 
empower me by Your Spirit to be part of building Your bride up, not tearing her 
down.”   
 
If we want to remain Jesus’ friends that’s our only option.  And can you imagine 
how many less problems the church would have if people would do this rather 
than criticizing or looking for the perfect church down the road?   
 
Friends, Jesus loves His church, not because it is without blemish, but because 
He died to make it His bride.  And to honour Jesus means to build up what He 
loves. 
… 
So if it doesn’t mean we are perfect, what does it mean to live with the promise of 
God’s presence among us?   
 
Back in John 14 where Jesus told us He was sending His Spirit He told us what 
His Spirit would do when He got here.  Jesus said: 

But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, will teach 
you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. (John 14:26) 
 

The Holy Spirit comes to instruct, but not like a distant professor, He comes to 
live with us in Jesus’ name, which means He comes like Jesus, and reminds us 
of Jesus and that’s because in fact He is Jesus’ Spirit.  So now instead of 
speaking through a prophet, God speaks from within.  Living with the promise of 
God’s presence means God has made a way for us to be with Him again. 
  
And that’s an amazing reality for us, but it also changes the way we see the 
world outside our doors.  Because Jesus has given the church His Spirit we have 
become the Jesus the world gets to see so we need to unbolt the doors and 
move out.  Look at verse 21. 
 
[Read John 20:21] 
 
So Jesus transforms the church into a body of peace as He draws His bride’s 
eyes to Himself.  And from that position of power Jesus then speaks purpose.   
 
Friends, Jesus’ bride  isn’t unemployed.  The church has a job.  And that is to go 
out the same way Jesus went out.  The same way!  That’s remarkable! 
… 
So what did it mean for the Father to send Jesus?...  Well Philippians 2 tells us 
Jesus came as one: 
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Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 

God something to be used to His own advantage; rather, He 
made Himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness.   And being found in appearance 
as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to death— 

even death on a cross! (Philippians 2:5-8) 
 
This means the Father sent Jesus to sacrifice everything: His position, His 
power, His life, in order to heal the sick, feed the poor, raise the dead and bring 
salvation to humanity.  And Jesus says “in the same way the Father sent Me, I’m 
sending you.”  The purpose of the church isn’t to meet on Sundays or to let in 
inquisitive seekers, it is to bring Jesus’ salvation to the world because this is what 
Jesus did.   
… 
Now let me ask you: If Jesus was here right now.  If in 2015 Jesus came in the 
flesh and became the pastor of Fort George Baptist Church, how do you think the 
impact of our church in the city might be different? 
 
What would Jesus lead us to be involved in?  Where would He urge us to use our 
resources?  What kinds of people would He ask us to reach out to?  Ask yourself 
if Jesus was standing here in the flesh what would He ask you to do differently in 
the way you live your life or are involved with His mission here at church and in 
the world?...  Really I guess the question is do you think the church would look 
different if Jesus was here? 
… 
Now as we consider this I think the temptation is to say, well yes, of course 
things would be different if Jesus were actually here.  Of course any church that 
had Jesus leading it would be a radical force in the city.  Of course people who 
actually bumped into Jesus would be changed and transformed from selfish, 
apathetic depressed people into people of courage, faith and grace.  Of course if 
Jesus were here things would be different. 
 
But of course the catch is that Jesus believes He is present in the church.  Look 
at verse 22: 
 
[Read John 20:22-23] 
 
Now there is a lot going on in these two verses, but if we go back to where we 
started in this series, what Jesus does and says here makes sense. 
 
So when God created Adam how did He do it?  He breathed into Him.  And we 
said that the word for breath in Hebrew is the same word for spirit.  So the reason 
people image God is because He breathed His Spirit into us. 
  



 7 

And now Jesus is looking the New Humanity – the church – in the face and He 
breathes His Spirit into us.  He breathes His Spirit into the church.  And God’s 
presence and image gets restored in us afresh.  We look like Jesus. 
 
Now in the Garden we saw that because Adam and Eve imaged God they were 
endowed with His abilities – they were given dominion over creation.  And now 
Jesus parallels that.  The once cowering and fearful disciples are enabled to do 
what Jesus did because His breath or Spirit is within them. 
 
So what did Jesus do? 
 
Well one of the things Jesus got in big trouble for was that He forgave people’s 
sins by grace instead of sacrifice – think the crippled man getting lowered 
through the roof and Jesus, seeing his faith, and declaring “your sins are 
forgiven.”  The religious leaders of the day found this scandalous!  It sounded like 
heresy to them and they killed Him for it.  But it was actually the power of God. 
  
And now in verse 23 the shocking thing is this authority gets passed to the 
church because we have received Jesus’ Spirit.  Jesus determined that in the 
period between the two Advents His bride would be the source of forgiveness the 
world would get.  Isn’t that amazing? 
… 
Now if the idea of forgiving people’s sin sounds a little bit like 15th century 
Catholicism you need to be careful not to write it off just because it has been 
abused in the past – and it has.  But we can’t write this off because Jesus is the 
one who speaks this purpose into the very DNA of the church – He is the one 
who says those His Spirit fills are His presence in the world. 
… 
Now perhaps you are here today and you’re just checking Christianity out.  And 
from your perspective all this talk of Christians being Christ’s presence sounds a 
bit far fetched.  Perhaps like Mahatma Gandhi you like Christ, but your 
experience with Christians leaves a lot to be desired. 
 
There are two things that I think need to be said to this.  First, while Jesus was 
perfect and He is at work within His church there is no claim within Christianity 
that Christians don’t sin or make mistakes.  In fact to be a Christians is to admit 
we are sinners perpetually in need of God’s grace.  And that’s actually good 
news for you because you probably aren’t perfect either.  And Jesus is ok with 
that and is willing to accept you where you are. 
  
But on the other hand there is a second reality within the church that runs a little 
darker and that is that there are people here who may claim the name of Christ 
but don’t actually know Him.  And these people don’t look like the bride of Christ 
because in fact they aren’t part of the bride of Christ at all. 
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One of the most well known passages that talks about this is found in Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount where He says: 

“Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but only the one who does the will of My Father who is in 
heaven…  Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine and puts 
them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.” 
(Matthew 7:21-24) 

 
Jesus says it isn’t necessarily the people who attend church that are saved.  It is 
the people who do the will of His Father. 
 
And as Alexis put it last week the primary will or command of God is that we love 
Him.  Only people who love God are Christians.  And it is the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ 
Spirit, living within us that makes this possible.   
… 
In the book of Galatians Paul wrote to an early Christian community who were 
having difficulty understanding what it meant to live in the light of God’s 
presence.  And some people Paul called “agitators” had come in among them 
and confused them. 
 
And what these agitators were teaching was that to be a Christian you needed to 
add something to your belief in Jesus – you need to do some good works too.  
But Paul says Jesus plus anything is wrong.  And then He outlines what it means 
to be part of the church.  He writes: 

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very 
eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. I would like 

to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by 
the works of the law, or by believing what you heard? (Galatians 

3:1-2) 
 
Paul says following Jesus isn’t about what we do, it’s about faith and having the 
Spirit.  This is what matters.  If you have Jesus’ Spirit you know Jesus.  You don’t 
just know about Him, you actually know Him like you know your best friend or 
your spouse.  You know when He is leading you because you feel Him convicting 
you of sin and of righteousness and of judgment as John 16 says.  This is an 
experiential thing.  This is a relational thing. 
 
So if you are standing on the outside don’t look for perfect people in the church 
because there aren’t any.  Instead look for people who love Jesus and long for 
His kingdom to come and His will to be done.  These are the people who are 
actually part of Jesus’ church.  These are the people Jesus has sent as His bride 
into the world to continue His presence here.   
 
On the other side of this, if you are a Christian know that we picture Heaven for 
the world.  This is why we live sexually pure.  This is why we don’t cheat on our 
taxes even when we can get away with it.  This is why we look for ways to get 
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along with troublesome neighbours instead of talking them down behind their 
backs.  We do this because God’s Spirit is in us and we are demonstrating what 
the New Creation at the second Advent is going to be like. 
 
Friends, that means our job at Fort George in 2015 and every year after this is to 
show Prince George what it looks like for the Kingdom to come and Jesus’ will to 
be done here.  We are the picture of Heaven that Jesus has left for this city.  
That’s a big task, but it is one we can do if we have Jesus’ Spirit within us. 
 
So ask yourself today “Has Jesus breathed His Spirit into me such that I know 
His peace and am driven by His purpose?  Do I want to go into the world in the 
same way the Father sent Jesus?  Do I love Jesus?   
 
Friends if you find yourself anywhere other than in love with Jesus don’t leave 
here without asking Him to breathe on you and fill you with His Spirit.  Christianity 
isn’t about knowing the right things or doing the right things or giving away the 
right things, it is about a relationship with God. 
 
God has made a way for us to be with Him again like He designed us to be in the 
beginning, and this is what Jesus wants for us and from us.  And this is where 
true happiness lies. 
 
So friends it is 2015.  Let’s make the choice as individuals and as a church to live 
this year accepting God’s plan and living to bring His peace and presence into 
this city in the same way the Father sent Jesus to do in the world.  


