
1 

 

May 31, 2020 

Christ the Servant, Reston 

Pentecost 

 Acts 2:1-21 

 John 20:19-23 

  

 

 

 

In seminary we were always fond of throwing around theologically 

ostentatious phrases.  It made us feel as if we were really intellectual.  We were big 

on “proleptic eschatology.”  I mean, if our eschatology wasn’t proleptic, it wasn’t 

worth a hill of beans.  We also had to have an “Christocentric ecclesiology.”   If our 

ecclesiology wasn’t Christocentric you might as well pack up and go home.  These, 

and many others, were the phrases we made sure we included in our blue book 

essay exams.  It pleased the professors.  Well, I just discovered a phrase while I was 

researching for this sermon which I sure could have used back then.  But since I 

can’t go back in time, I will use it now because it fits on this particular Sunday.  The 

phrase is “apostolic impulse.”  Apostolic impulse.  It has some preachability.  Here’s 

what we mean by “apostolic impulse:”  

Today is Pentecost and most of us know Pentecost as that time when the Holy 

Splirit came – as tongues of fire – upon many people of different nations who were 

in Jerusalem.  We know this story from that section of Acts which is the hardest of 

all the readings all year long – and we have assigned our newest member to read it 

today!!     

One of the neat things about the Bible is that different Bible writers can tell 

the same thing from different points of view.  For instance, when the gospel writer, 

John, tells the story of the coming of the Holy Spirit it doesn’t happen on the festival 

of Pentecost (the fiftieth day after Passover).  It happens at Easter.  And it happens 

while the resurrected Jesus is still with his followers.  And it isn’t a very public thing 

as Acts describes it.  It is something which only the apostles experience. 
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The disciples were huddling together afraid of the authorities when Jesus 

appeared in their midst and said, “Peace be with you.  As the father has sent me, so 

I send you.”  Then John tells us that Jesus “breathed on them and said to them,  

‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 

Thus, the apostles received the impulse of the spirit.  Thus, the term 

“apostolic impulse.”  It says that Jesus “breathed on them.”  But a better translation 

would say that Jesus breathed into them the Holy Spirit.  It recalls the time at the 

creation of the world when God took a lump of mud, formed people, and breathed 

into them the breath of life.  Gave them a pulse.  Gave them an impulse. 

After Jesus gave his followers the apostolic impulse he said to them,  “If you 

forgive the sins of any they are forgiven.  If you retain the sins of any, they are 

retained.”  This is what the church has termed the Offrice of the Keys.  For those of 

you who studied Luther’s Small Catechism it was that little section in the back 

which your pastor may or may not have gotten around to teach.  Traditionally, the 

church has understood this verse pretty much the way Luther taught it.  In Luther’s 

words:  “It is that authority which Christ gave to his church to forgive the sins of 

those who repent and to declare to those who do not repent that their sins are not 

forgiven”  That is,  Christ gave to his church the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  

The church could unlock it for people by forgiveness or it could kieep it locked by 

withholding forgiveness.  A remnant of this exists in our liturgy when I say,  “As a 

called and ordained minister of the church of Christ and by his authority I forgive 

you your sins.” 

I haven’t used the Power of Keys in a sermon for years. More recently I have 

preached those verses to mean that, as Christians, you and I not only have the 

power, but the authority to forgive other people the wrongs that they do.  I still like 

that way of looking at it. 

But I’ve come to see an added dimension … a way which is truer to the 

apostolic impulse.  In order to unlock how the apostles may have heard these words 
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we need to understand how our gospel writer, John, understands and uses the 

concept of “sin” throughout his gospel.  In John’s gospel, whenever Jesus speaks 

about sin he speaks about it as unbelief.  It is not about bad behavior or moral 

failings.  Sin is unbelief.  It is with this understanding of sin that Jesus tells his 

followers that the Holy Spirit empowers them to set people free.  The terms “set 

free” or “release” might actually be better translations than “forgive.”  If you 

release people they are released.  If you bind people they are bound. 

So, in this way of reading John’s gospel, Jesus is not giving the church a set of 

keys.  Rather, he is just stating that a community which does not bear witness to 

Christ does not help free other people from those things which keep them form 

experiencing all those wonderful things Jesus offers. 

A community can “retain” the sin (the unbelief) by doing nothing, or it can 

“set free.”  Pentecost (today) is a time when we celebrate the impulse that God gave 

communities (contemporary apostles) to set other people free by witnessing to them 

the love that God has given us through Christ Jesus.  We have been given the 

apostolic impulse (love that phrase) to set people free from unbelief.   

What does this mean?  It means that God has given us the power to manifest 

Christ to the world about us – not only by verbally telling others about grace, but by 

being gracious people to those about us.  Gracious people love and accept people of 

other nationalities, other races, other religions, other sexual orientations, other 

political philosophies.  Gracious people love and accept those whose behavior brings 

harm to themselves and to others about them.  It is hard to be a gracious person, but 

God has given us the apostolic impulse to be that way. 

This morning we’re focusing on the way John tells the story of Pentecost.  

Our first reading, Acts, tells the story of the Holy Spirit coming to all nations and all 

races.  John focuses that and tells the story of the Holy Spirit coming to a particular 

community of the faithful. 
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This congregation, Christ the Servant, is a particular community of the 

faithful.  We believe that the apostolic impulse is alive and well here.  I believe that 

this is a community which understands and takes to heart God’s dynamic and 

gracious love.  We worship.  We study.  We serve.  In just a bit we will receive our 

newest member, Maryce Ramsey.  Maryce has responded to her apostolic impulse to 

become a faithful active member of this community.  We, in turn, pledge to support 

her in her growth in God’s grace. 

The apostolic impulse demands creativity.  To loose others from their bonds 

and to bring light to the darkness demands imagination and vision.  Today, on 

Pentecost, we give God thanks that she has given us the apostolic impulse. 

 

 

 

 


