
Fear or Forgiveness 

John 20:19-31 

Fear – we’ve all known it. It doesn’t take a pandemic to 

make people feel fear. And it is a powerful motivator. 

We build walls – physical ones to keep people away 

who would harm our bodies or threaten our security or 

livelihood. We build mental walls to keep people away 

who would hurt us emotionally, or squelch our 

ambitions. 

Jesus had one ambition – to seek and save the lost. 

That’s why He came. But when Jesus comes, does He 

bring forgiveness or fear? … Yes. His primary purpose 

is to bring forgiveness. But the reaction of those who 

remain under the Law is fear. 

Jesus is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 

world (Jn 1:29). The Holy Spirit came on Jesus at His 

Baptism. From then on, He is about the business of 

fulfilling all righteousness (Mt 3:15). He wants every 

sinner to be declared righteous. 

Everything of Jesus—His teaching, His miracles, His 

eating and drinking with sinners, His suffering and 

death—it’s all ordered toward the forgiveness of sins. 

When Jesus enters a town or a room, it is to give gifts to 

the sinner. This would even be true when Jesus enters a 

room to overturn tables. His desire is to get rid of all 

self-justification. He cleanses the temple, and He makes 

people clean. He will overturn a few tables in the 

process – those of the money changers, and our 

delusions of being able to do anything to save ourselves. 

When Jesus enters a room it is to forgive sins, to bestow 

the Holy Spirit, to give faith. 

The walls were certainly up for the disciples. It is Easter 

evening. Jesus is risen! But the disciples hide behind 

locked doors. They belong to the Lord. They bear His 

name. They should be rejoicing because of the news 

they have heard. And yet fear predominates. 

The disciples are in the locked room for fear of the Jews. 

They are Jews. The ones they are afraid of are the 

teachers of the Law. The Law locks people under fear 

because it exposes our sinful flesh, shows how evil we 

truly are. The Law accuses the old Adam in us and locks 

us in fear of punishment. 

While we are in this sinful flesh, we are, according to 

our old Adam, living in a locked room of fear. Fear 

comes through the Law. The sinful flesh, the old Adam, 

controls the room, and the doors are locked. 

Then Jesus enters the room. When Jesus enters the 

room, when His Word is spoken, the room that was once 

ordered toward fear is now ordered toward the 

forgiveness of sins. 

There is the gift of peace. This peace comes from the 

Prince of Peace. Jesus has been given all authority in 

heaven and on earth, and for the sinner, that is the good 

news of the Gospel brought to earth. 



There is the gift of the Holy Spirit, who “calls, gathers, 

enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on 

earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true 

faith” (Small Catechism, Third Article). 

There is the gift of the forgiveness of sins. The 

forgiveness is a spoken and accomplished fact, delivered 

into the ears of the sinner. The sin is sent away; it is no 

more. 

When faith comes into the room, fear is no more. The 

fear brought by the Law (which accuses of sin) is now 

replaced by the faith brought by the Gospel (which frees 

from sin). 

You would think that just seeing the resurrected Jesus 

would chase away fear, but maybe not. Joseph’s 

brothers who had sold him and sent him off to Egypt to 

be a slave were amazed to see him alive and in such a 

position of power. But they were also afraid. What if 

Joseph sought revenge? Jesus wouldn’t seek revenge for 

being betrayed and abandoned, but would there be some 

sort of just retribution? 

The resurrection shows God is powerful, but that in 

itself is not good news. It is only good news if this all-

powerful God deals with us in mercy and grace. And He 

does. Jesus became flesh to live and die for us. Jesus 

was resurrected for us. He came into the room to speak 

forgiveness. He came bearing gifts. Faith receives these 

gifts. 

The apostles did not stay in the room. Jesus sent them 

out: As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you 

(v 21). The gifts of the forgiveness of sins, the Holy 

Spirit, and faith are sent forth into the world of sinners. 

The word of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection is boldly 

proclaimed by those who once were held in fear. Sinners 

are gathered into the Church. The Church continues to 

grow through the Gospel message of Jesus crucified and 

risen for us. 

Our Confessions explain, “God is superabundantly 

generous in His grace: First, through the spoken Word, 

by which the forgiveness of sins is preached in the 

whole world. This is the particular office of the Gospel. 

Second, through Baptism. Third, through the holy 

Sacrament of the Altar. Fourth, through the Power of the 

Keys. Also through the mutual conversation and 

consolation of brethren” (SA III IV). 

Where this Gospel is preached, where sins are forgiven 

by the crucified, resurrected Lord, there is resurrection 

for the sinner. “For where there is forgiveness of sins, 

there is also life and salvation” (Small Catechism, 

Sacrament of the Altar). 

With Jesus, the wall comes down. He drives out of us 

the fear that comes from the Law. We recognized Jesus 

power and glory, and that He used them for our good. 

Alleluia, Christ is risen! (He is risen indeed, Alleluia!) 

And because He live, we will live forever with Him. 

Amen. 


