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Our Lord's Mission Design

A sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson, pastor of the Oxford Presbyterian Chureh on the

© Second Sunday of Easter, April &, 198€: Soripture John 20:19-22.

In the Mamne of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Arnen.

It was Sunday évem’ng between 6 and 9 p.m. 1t was the first Easter
Sunday. The disciples had met secretly behind closed doors for fesr of the
Jews. Jesus had already appeared to Mary Megdalene and Peter, to some
other warnen and to the two disciples on the rosd ta Emmeaus. This
however is the first official appesrance Lo the apavstles as @ group. The
Risen Christ cpoke four short sentences.

First, se s876, "Fesce he with yaw, " This was the customary
greeting in Palestine at that time. we would say, "Hi, how are you?" The

Jews wauld say, “Shaloml Pescel” So it's almost a little humorous to
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think-of-the-Risen-Ghrist-sppeari ng for-the-firsttime ta iz disEiples and
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sajing, "Hil" The Risen Christ used very ardinary words on this very
extraordinay occasion. "Peace be with you.”

what sort of peace did the sposties need st the time? For one thing |
imagine they were deeply troubled by the fact that they'd a1l forsaken
Jesus in his time of trial. Jesus wanted to give peace to their guilty
hearts with the assurance that he'd fargiven thern. Bul Thormas was
troubled by doubt as well as guilt. So when Jesus sppesred in his midst he
showed themn his wounded hands and side to give peace to his doubt
troubled heart.

So ragny Christians are like Thomas. Paul Zahl, & pastar in New York
city, went to visit one of his more delightful parisioners who was
recovering from a hesrt-attack. She turned to him and said, "When it -
comes to the afterlife and God and Jesus, | don't think | believe any of it,

I'm not sure | believe any of it.” So many of us are like that. We're
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faithful members of the church, we love God's people, our worship is
sincere. We sincerely believe but we doutt as well. Belief snd unbelief
war within us and it effects the way we help carry out the mission
designed for us by Christ. We long for belief to win the war so thet our
traubled hearts can have peace.

How do we overcame our doubts? Not usually by reading books and
lining up proofs for the resurrection of Christ. Certainiy not be drapping
out of the church but by placing ourselves squarely in the center of the
cornmunity of faith. Thomas came to sn assured faith when he decided to
come to a’worship service at the invitation of friends who had experienced
the presence of the Risen Christ. He came reluctantiy, filled with daubt.

Yet in the fellowship of believers Christ made himself known. And he

continues 1o do so tadsy. _Christ has desigrned-forus-the-mission-of-hei ng-a

cammunity of glad believers where the reality of the Risen Christ is
evidenced in the way we warship.

Secandly, Jesus §670, HE ihe Falhar s sent me, eyen s/
serd gay. " Jesus has designed for us & mission patterned after his own.
At the beginning of Christ's earthly mission he said, "The Spirit of the Lord
is upon me, because he has chosen me to bring good news to the poor. He
has sent me ta preclaim liberty ta the captives and recovery of sight tao
the blind, to set free the eppressed and annaunce thst the time has come
when the Lord will save his peole.”

Our mission is a continuation of Christ's mission. It's a rission of
waord and action. Thet's why we as Christ's church are invalved in nursing
hemes and hospitals and neighbarhood centers that minister to the
physical needs of others. We visit prisoners and seek justice for

exploited. We work for peace in the world and besr witness sgainst the




futility of viclence. We rebuke, as Christ did, those who oppress their
neighbors. Sometimes that mission will bring us en & collision course
with the authorities, even as it did with Jesus, Then, if we're true to

Christ's mission, we will say with Peter, "We ought to abey God rather
that peaple.” The Risen Christ sends us into the waorld ta do what the
Father sent him to do.

There's & large statue of Christ in Holland. The hands of Christ were
destroged by gun-fire during wWwil. After the wer the town's people
wanted to restore Christ's hands. After a lot of discussion they finally
decided to erect & sign at the feet of the stetue which said, "Jesus has no
hands but curs.” There's truth in thal. The church is the Bady of Christ.
we're his hands snd feet to carry on his mission of preaching, teaching snd

healing in the world today.

THIrdiy, Jesus s670, "Keceive {He ety Spiril. " Within the
church equslly committed Christians have differing ideas about what it
means to receive the Spirit. Some believe the Spirit i given st baptism.
Sarme believe the Spirit is given at the tirme of confirmetion. Sorme believe
the Spirit is given at the time of conversian. Sarme believe the Spirit is
given st some later time, after one has been & Christian,

! think, however, that we can all agree that the Holy Spirit is none
other than the Spirit of Christ, not & spirit alien to Christ. It's &
Christlike spirit that we as Christisns pray to receive. And the key to
receiving the Spirit is in the depth end completeness of our surrender ta
Jesus Christ. A Christlike Spirit can't i1l our lives if we've made an
incomplete surrender and some other spirit still dominates. I1t's s matier
of the will. It's & matter of obeying God. As Peter said, "We are his

witnesses and so is also the Holy Ghost, wharm God hath given to them thet
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obey him." Everyday we're faced with little decisions in which we have to
decide 1o follow the wey of Christ or the way of the world. When we
follow the way of the world a 1ittle more of the spirit of the world enters
us. But when we obey Christ we're opening the door of our hearts 1o
receive his Spirit.

Foaurth (he Kisen Christ saia, 17 gau fargive e sins al ény,
hew sre 1argiven J7 youw rel&in the sins af &y, hey ere
releined " Erich Fromm the psychologist hes charged that Christianity
is essentially a quilt-producing religion trying to make peaple feel guilty
so theyll buy the product. That's so aften true when the church doesn’t
fallow the mission designed Tor us by Christ. But the church is in the
business of forgiving sins. If the sins of any are retained, we've failed our

mission. "Your sing are fargiven. Go.and sinnomore—What Christ-sesid-to-— —-——"—"

the woman caught in the act of adultery iz the Word he has given far us to
proclaim to s guilty world.

One of my favorite theologians is Charles Schultz the cartoonist. He
pictures Charley Brown lieing in bed awake after @ baseball garme. Charley
thinks, "we won our first game of the season... | can't believe it! | wonder
how the other team feels..?" Then Cherley sits up in bed with & disturbed
look on his fece and says, "l dan't know... 'when we lose, I'm misershie...
when we win, | feel guilty!” That kind of feeling is all too cornmon. The
whaole world seems to be burdened with a bad conscience; mental
ingtitutions are full of guilt-laden souls. But the church has & message
that can set people free. "Christ loves us, and by his desth he has freed us
from aur sins.”

When | read the Gospels and see how Jesus related to all Kinds of sinful

people | never get the feeling that he ever tried to make anybody feel
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quitty with the one exception of self-righteous people. In fact the Gospels
portray Jesus es sameone wham all sorts of sinful people enjoyed having
in their cormpany? Why? Because in his presence they felt thet, despite
their sins, they were forgiven. And this joyous sense of acceptance freed
them to follaw Christ and leave their sins behind.

To surnmarize, then, these four sentences spoken by Christ an the
evening of the first Easter Sunday emphasize four marks of Christian
mission. First, it's a peace mission; especially peace far people troubled
by doutts. Secondly, it's & mission of word and deed after the exanple of
Jesus. Third, it's a mission that can be accamnplished only in the power of
the Holy Spirit. Fourth, it's a mission designed to forgive and free the

quilty.

This was the risen Lord's design for the infant_churchwhenit-was till- - - .-
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in hiding. My prayer is thet his word might te heard again by us tnday and
s0 bring ue out from our closed doors and out inta the warld to fulfill
Christ’s mission. As the Father sent the San, so also the Risen Christ
sends us.

Let us pray: Unto hirn that loved us, and washed us from our sing in his own blood, And hath made
us kings and priests unto God and his Father ; to him be glory and dorainion for ever and ever. Aren.




