
 

Sermon  “Forming Followers”                                                                                 Brian D Lima 

What is preventing us from being happy or joyful? If there was world peace would we have it? If the West 
could figure out a way to have Putin call back his troops and then convince him to pay for the rebuilding 
of Ukraine? Would justice make us happy? 

What’s interesting when we often talk about our goals in overseas missions, is how we stress the 
importance of justice. Certainly, justice does provide more equal opportunity to all. Justice levels 
relationships so no one should be considered more important than another. Because justice is important, 
we stress God’s perfect Kingdom, His perfect justice as our goal in overseas missions. 

To be fair, we do this in part because we’re tired of churches who only talk about the forgiveness of 
personal sin as the fullness of the Gospel of Christ. We find it incomplete, inadequate to impart 
forgiveness for personal sin and leave the forgiven in the unjust circumstances they find themselves in. 

But does promoting justice do any better? Does it make us happy? What strikes me the most is how much 
we advocate justice, justice that stems from western literature, whether civil or theological, and we yet 
the West is filled with very unhappy people! It’s like we want everyone to be like us, but we hate the 
circumstances we’re in. We’re not happy or joyful.  

Of course, I’ll ideal of happiness might mean to us being in a state where we no longer need anyone. We 
don’t need anyone’s finances. We have sufficient means. We don’t need anyone’s friendship. We are 
popular enough to find more. We don’t need outside help. We can do it on our own. 

But this view of happiness is an illusion, easily broken when our capacity diminishes. Then we find that 
we are, and have been for quite some time, unhappy. Yet we think that advocating justice in other 
countries will make those we are serving happy. 

Justice does make people happy or joyful at some level. When I was teaching Bible classes in English in 
Thailand, or when I spoke to others who wanted to learn English, they looked at me as a true friend. They 
imagined I was really helping them. I thought I was. Yet I noticed that each year our graduating students, 
those we were training to serve the church, didn’t want to go out into the world to serve, but wanted to 
stay near Christian resources. 

What I noticed about my own faith during my years of service in Thailand was how easily I could associate 
the Gospel of Jesus to just the blessing of opportunity. I was in Thailand for justice, to be fair to our Thai 
brothers and sisters by giving them opportunity they didn’t have. I felt I was serving them by giving them 
the resources I was fortunate to be able to acquire. I thought this sharing of resources, this fairer 
distribution of resources would lead the Thai to be happy.  



Instead, it made them more fearful. Rather than loving their neighbour more, I was feeding their habit of 
secluding themselves from the world. They clung to Western resources. One student said they would go 
and plant churches in the remote villages in Thailand if a foreigner would lead them and resource them. 

So what does Jesus call us to give to others? Justice? Jesus certainly did testify to the justice of God’s 
kingdom. But why did he testify to God’s kingdom and justice? Certainly to show that no one was really a 
part of it. The Kingdom of God is perfect. No earthly kingdom or sense if justice is perfect. We don’t want 
perfect justice. At this time in God’s Kingdom, we need grace and peace.  

Grace and peace are administered through the forgiveness of our sin, our disunity with God. Today’s 
passage testifies that God’s Kingdom is calling for repentance. Now is a time of God’s patience. God 
testifies to His coming Kingdom of Justice, but He calls His children to administer the opportunity to make 
peace with God through His Son before His perfect Kingdom comes in fullness. 

Just before today’s passage we have heard and read of Jesus’ trial, persecution and crucifixion on the 
cross. Jesus died. And we remember that he died in place of something. He died so something else 
wouldn’t have to die. That is, something else was rightfully judged by God to be destroyed. God hadn’t 
judged Creation for acting wickedly. God had judged humanity for sin, and He judged that sin as worthy of 
death. So, Jesus died for humanity because of their sin. 

When humanity no longer trusted in God, they acted shamefully, wickedly and in the wake of their 
actions, injustice flourished. But Jesus died for humanity so that humanity would be restored to God in 
unity and being restored to God would mean God would shape in humanity His character and His 
Kingdom values. 

19 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked 
for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!”  

In John 20:19, Jesus finds his followers huddled together in fear of the Jewish leaders. Even though Peter 
had run to the empty tomb of Jesus and saw with his own eyes the strips of linen that had been wrapped 
around Jesus’ head, even though Mary Magdalene had told the disciples that Jesus appeared to her at the 
tomb the disciples are still huddled together in fear. 

When Jesus appeared in the midst of them his words were “Peace be with you.” There is no outward 
change in the circumstances of the disciples. They are still in fear of the religious leaders that would 
certainly unjustly persecute them. But what does Jesus give them, what are his first words, “Peace be with 
you.” The followers of Jesus have peace with God and His Son. Their sins are forgiven. They are at peace 
with God and His Kingdom. They have everything they need. From this intimate union with God will come 
transformation in them and in their surroundings. 

Of course we shouldn’t be surprised by this principle given the countless examples found in the Old 
Testament. The highlight of the first chapter of Genesis isn’t on the perfected kingdom of God in creation 
but on God establishing a peaceful relationship with His children. At peace with God, Adam and Eve were 
told to rule over Creation, but the focus of Creation isn’t on their perfected rule, but on the need for them 
to keep the peace between them and their Heavenly Father. 

Jesus reveals in our passage, that peace has finally been restored between God and humanity. 



20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw 
the Lord. 

In John 20:20, Jesus testifies again that the goal of his death was to remove the barrier between God and 
humanity. The focus is on humanity. Jesus notices that even though his followers are at peace with God, 
they still have been wounded by their sin. They are still fearful of things they no longer should be fearful 
of. Jesus shows them his hands and his side. He gently restores their confidence that he has returned from 
the dead. It is him! The very wounds he received on the cross can be seen and yet he is alive. Jesus has 
died for sin and he is victorious over death.  

All of the sins they had committed apart from God, all of the judgment they had heaped upon themselves, 
Jesus died for so they wouldn’t have to. Jesus died for them and he came about from the dead to give 
them hope. The followers of Jesus became overjoyed when their faith in Jesus was deepened.  

They now followed a Saviour who would lead them through death into everlasting life.  

21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that 
he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are 
forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 

In John 20:21–23, Jesus reiterates that his followers have peace with God. Their sins have been paid for. 
They have seen the wounds in Jesus’ hands and side and now Jesus says he will send them into the world 
JUST as the Father had sent him. They were just seen huddled together in fear in a locked room. Now at 
peace with God, God will lead them out into the world. Even more God will lead them just as He sent 
Jesus. This means since they are at peace with God, God will lead them to impact the world just as He led 
His Son. What a huge difference being at peace with God can be! 

Jesus then imparts upon them the Holy Spirit. They are at peace with God through the death of Jesus for 
their sin and through the life of guidance of Jesus that will be administered to them through the Holy 
Spirit. The followers of Jesus get much more than mere justice, they get to follow the King of Creation and 
administer His will as He directs them by His Spirit. The Kingdom is not their inheritance, God is their 
inheritance, and He delights to give his followers all that He has. 

Jesus then tells his followers to go out into the world as he had done to proclaim the Heavenly Father’s 
will. He says, “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not 
forgiven.” Remember that Jesus gives these words in the context that his followers are forgiven, restored 
to peace with God and now under the direct guidance of God through His Spirit.  

Jesus isn’t telling his followers to go out into the world and do whatever they want, whatever excites 
them to be invested in and to delegate the power to forgive as you see fit! Just as Jesus did everything he 
saw his Father do, the followers of Jesus are called to do everything that the Holy Spirit guides them to 
do. When they forgive sins, it isn’t at their own discretion even if they think it would somehow benefit 
God, it is only at the will and guidance of the Spirit of God. 

And notice that the only thing Jesus calls his followers to do is to go out and forgive sins by the guidance 
of the Holy Spirit. Are we sure Jesus isn’t calling his followers to promote justice? Justice is a part of God’s 
kingdom, but Jesus is calling his followers to forgive sin. Why? Because he has just died for the sins of the 
world. Jesus had just accomplished fully the work his Father had given him.  



God didn’t give His Son the task of restoring the Kingdom of Heaven much as the Jews hoped the Messiah 
would accomplish. The work that God gave to His Son to accomplish was to die for the sins of humanity 
so that they might be restored and at peace with Him again. This is the great work of God, prefigured in 
the life of Abraham who was asked to sacrifice his son as a sin offering. 

On the cross, Jesus said, “It is finished.” He had completed the task his Father had given him. When Jesus 
turns to his followers he calls them to testify to this very fact, God has provided a way to return to Him in 
peace. It is only through Jesus that humanity’s sins are paid for. It is only through Jesus that humanity 
finds peace with God and each other. The death and resurrection of Jesus the climax of the Gospels and 
distribution of God’s loving kingdom at this point in history. 

What is our application for today? 

Everyone needs to be forgiven by God. We are not the judge of our family, friends or neighbour. God is the 
only judge, and He judges the sins of humanity as worthy of punishment. But why? When we talk about 
sin to others it’s difficult for people to connect with. 

Most people think that their lives are better than most. They think that they are pretty good. They think, 
who are others to judge me as a sinner? Of course, they are right if others are judging them. But they are 
wrong to think no one judges them. God judges. 

But who is God to judge someone a sinner? When the apostle Paul arrived in Athens he was speaking to 
people who are probably very much like the people around us today. The people of Milford have heard of 
many religions and worldviews. They live in multi-cultural contexts and believe that acceptance of 
diversity is key to building a community. 

But Paul said to the people of Athens as we should say to our neighbour here on the North Shore, that 
God created everyone. Genesis states that God created us to rule over His creation. He created us to be 
united with Him and filled and guided by His Holy Spirit. We were made to be like Him, to be His image 
bearers. We weren’t made just to have a nine to five job and have a decent retirement package. And yet, 
we’re fine with these as goals because we don’t know what we were made for. God’s word says we were 
made to rule over His creation with Him. Our separation means our enslavement. Our enslavement to sin 
means we become image-bearers of the Devil and not our Creator. 

Our second application is taken from the way Jesus approached his followers. Yes, his followers were at 
peace with God again and could now be filled with the Spirit who would guide them into the life they had 
in Jesus. They were to rule in their Heavenly Father’s Kingdom.  

But Jesus took the time to build their faith gradually. He appeared to them. Had them look at the scars on 
his hands and side. He spoke peace to them. He didn’t attempt to get them from where they were at, in 
fear, and become immediately just like him in obedience to the Father. Jesus guided his followers gently 
and developmentally. 

This is important because we often place too much pressure on ourselves to be “good Christians.” We 
think we ought to sacrifice everything we have for others so God would be pleased with us. And yet the 
Scriptures point to a God who slowly develops His children. 

When I was with Campus Crusade for Christ as a university student, I took several younger students out 
during lunch break to share our faith. I didn’t know much, but we did have a tract to share about the 



Gospel and I really wanted to share my faith with the other students. We went around asking a few if we 
could talk about our faith and most were not open.  

But I remember God giving me a peace and some wisdom to gently guide those with me. My reply was, 
that we had all of the rest of the day and rest of the week ahead to share with our friends and family. We 
were using this very brief one-hour of our time to serve those we didn’t know.  This wisdom encouraged 
me as well! We can get discouraged quickly when we try to share forgiveness from God to others. What’s 
important is not that God demands an outstanding effort. What’s important is that He is gently developing 
us to walk with Him so that we become more like Him. 

God develops as a good father. And He is developing us to love the world as He does by offering His 
forgiveness through His Son. God offers the world peace, not an inner peace, but peace with Himself. Our 
relationship can be restored with Him and we can share in the glory of His patient Kingdom. 


