Ascension Lutheran Church

Pastor Godkin’s Sermon for the week of April 11, 20
The Presence of Christ Calms Fears (John 20:19-31)

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father a nd from our Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ. Amen. The text for today’s homily is from the twentieth chapter of the
Gospel according to St. John:

“190n the evening of that day, the first day of the we ek, the doors being locked where
the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to
them, ‘Peace be with you.’ ?When He had said this, He showed them His hands and
His side. Then the disciples were glad when they sa w the Lord.”

This is the Word of God.

Dear friends and fellow redeemed, How's it going? W hat’s new with you? Nice to see
you. We often use greetings like these as a way to get the conversation going. “How are
things going?” “Pretty good.” “Nice to see you. Wha t's new?” “Not too much.” These
greetings become automatic. After a while we don’t really expect a real thoughtful
response; most of the time they are just a polite e xchange of conversation. Sometimes
these greetings can lead to a more meaningful conve rsation, other times they are just
polite niceties.

In our Gospel text, our Lord Jesus Christ gives a g reeting to His disciples. But in that
case it was not in the sense of, “How’s it going? N ice to see you again.” The greeting
Jesus gives is not trivial just to get the conversa tion going; it's a greeting that is packed
with meaning. It is a greeting of the Gospel messag e and it is full of grace and comfort.
Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.”

Jesus’ presence was a sight for sore eyes to the di sciples and His words were like
sweet music to their ears. The disciples needed pea ce like never before. Following
Christ’s crucifixion they became almost paralyzed with fear. Fear had a grip on them so
tight that couldn’t even go outside. They had locke d themselves indoors, huddled
together, likely not saying too much to each other, being preoccupied with their own
worries. They had become recluses for the time bein g and they had no idea what to do
next. The fear had inhibited their creativity and t heir rational thought. To avoid ending up
arrested or worse their only thought was to stay qu iet and try to keep safe in the locked
room.

This is how fear works; it puts up barriers between us and the outside world. Fear
makes us want to escape the world. Fear inhibits ou r communication and it turns us in
on ourselves; it slowly debilitates the individual. The disciples had their fears. They
feared persecution and punishment. And like the dis ciples, in our midst we all have
many fears and anxieties. So what are the fears in your life? Anxiety about the future,
anxiety about aging, anxiety about the economy or w ork? These are legitimate concerns
but sometimes we can let fears about such things ge t the better of us.

But there are some practical techniques in dealing with some kinds of fears in this
world. If you have ever read Dale Carnegie’s book, How to Make Friends and Influence
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People he suggests that you should “do the thing yo u fear to do and keep on doing it...
that is the quickest and surest way ever yet discov ered to conquer fear.” He also says,
“Inaction breeds doubt and fear. Action breeds confidence and courage. If you want to
conquer fear, do not sit at home and think about it . Go out and get busy.” And He goes
on to say, “You can conquer almost any fear if you will only make up your mind to do so.
For remember, fear doesn't exist anywhere except in the mind.”

These techniques have some value to be sure. But th ere is one fear that no mental
exercise and no amount of positive thinking can ove rcome; that is the fear of death.
People can rationalize death and try to explain it away perhaps but the truth is that
physical death and more importantly eternal death, meaning eternal separation from
God in darkness and misery is something that nothin g can stop, that is, except for
Jesus. The disciples feared death and rightly so. T hey thought they had lost their
Messiah and their hope was gone. They thought they were next.

But when Jesus appeared to them, when He came into their midst alive again, His
presence made all the difference. He said, “Peace b e with you.” His presence was their
peace. Their friend and brother and Saviour and our Saviour is alive and He is the
wonderful peace that we so crave.

This world, however, is full of distractions. Many people consider our generation to be
the most technologically advanced and most progressive, the most intelligent. We love
our cell phones and i-pods, video games, and comput ers and satellite T.V.s and so on
but these things do not mean that we are more advan ced than generations in the past.
In many ways we have regressed and become more deta ched from one another and
less concerned about the current events happening all around us. The world has
become increasingly focused on pleasures and as a s ociety as a whole apathy to the
world around us has gained steam like never before.

We all want peace of mind in this world. It's a hec tic, stressful world and at times we
seek this peace in the wrong places. Sometimes we t ry to find a momentary peace or
relaxation in watching TV, for example. Now TV can be a learning tool and a good thing
provided the program is of an edifying nature, but we have to be careful. It can numb
our minds and desensitize us to the ways of the wor Id, which are not the ways of God.

Now TV is an ingenious invention but too often it h as been used as a means to program
and hypnotize the masses. Take, for example commercials. In the course of a one hour
show we see roughly 16 minutes of commercials, or a bout 32 commercials. These
commercials tell us we need to buy things, in a way they fan the flame of fear and say
that we are inadequate unless we buy these products .

Scientific studies have shown that when people watc h TV they automatically enter a
trance like state and marketers know this and they design commercials that produce
unconscious emotional moods within the viewer. The aim of commercials is not to
appeal to the rational or conscious mind (which usu ally dismisses advertisements) but
rather to implant moods that the consumer will asso ciate with the product he sees it in
real life. It is a sort of mind control.

The same goes with the programs themselves. In many TV shows there are definite
worldviews presented which are entirely incompatibl e with the Christian worldview. We
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find promiscuous sex basically on any sit-com, soap opera, or TV drama. And
oftentimes the news, which one would normally think would be a safe show and
scientific documentaries we watch push the concept of evolution until eventually people
accept it as scientific fact; this, despite the fac t that evolution is no more than a theory
and a theory with many gaping scientific holes at t hat. As Adolf Hitler once said, “If you
tell a big enough lie and tell it frequently enough , it will be believed.”

Basically, friends, there are many different voices in the world in which we live and we
need discernment to decide which ones we should lis ten to. If we watch TV or movies
we must test the spirits to see whether what we are watching is compatible with the
Word of God.

The fears that we have, they find their solution no t in the voices of the world but in the
voice of our Saviour. Itis Christ’'s presence that makes the difference. He offers Himself
to us. He offers His peace to the disciples: His wo unds, His presence, His holistic peace
that comes from a new and right relationship with G od and with each other that He has
earned for us. John wrote, “I have written these th ings so that you might believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by be lieving you may have life in His
name.” What a comforting message!

It's not as though in this world that all the fear is gone but what is different is that in the
midst of our fears and anxieties Christ comes into the rooms in which we are locked out
of fear of whatever and He offers Himself through H is Word and Sacraments to calm
those fears and give us His strength. He offers Him self, His body and blood, His
wounds. In Himself, in His Word He offers the peace that passes all understanding and
that keeps our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.

The real lesson here is how Jesus continues to brin g His greeting of peace. Jesus is
patient, He is tenacious, and He is merciful. He co ntinued to offer His peace to Thomas
and He gave that peace to His church. Now He offers that peace to us.

That peace is the peace that He earned for us with His perfect life, His innocent
suffering and death, and His resurrection. It is th e peace of forgiveness, life, and
salvation and His presence to lead us in His ways. lItis the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding so that we may go in pe ace and serve the Lord. Amen. The
peace of God that surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ
Jesus. Amen.
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