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Today’s scripture from John picks up the story of Easter Sunday in the evening of the day of resurrection, the evening of the day when Mary stood by the empty tomb and spoke to Jesus, the evening of the day when God changed the world forever.  This passage is the lectionary reading for the Sunday after Easter every single year, because there is so much to learn from this story.  Today I want to focus on just the first part of this story – the way Jesus breathed on the disciples saying “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  

Throughout the Bible, the breath of God is important.  You’ve probably heard this before.  In Hebrew and Greek, the word for breath, Spirit and wind are all the same.  Ruah in the Hebrew scripture, Pneuma in the Greek New Testament - Both can be translated as breath or as wind or as Spirit.  
Throughout the Old Testament, we hear of the breath of God coming in great power to bring life and purpose.  In each case these words wind, breath and spirit, represent the presence and power of God in the world.  When wind sweeps across emptiness, change happens.  When breath pours over anything, life blooms.  In Genesis 1 we hear that a wind from God hovered over creation at the beginning of time.  God was present before anything was.  Christ was present in that Spirt of God – the Word before time began.  In Genesis 2, we hear that God breathed that presence, that power, that life, that Spirit into human flesh, and humanity became a living soul – full of the energy of God, the reality of God with us.  With each breath we take, we breathe in the presence of God, we receive the gift of God’s grace, able to move and serve with the gifts of God.   Throughout the Bible as we hear of rushing winds – we know that God is with God’s people.  In Ezekiel, the Spirit of God hovers again, this time over dry bones.  As the wind blows over these bones, as the Spirit of God flows over that which seems to be dead, God restores life and energy and fullness and possibility.  The bones come together.  That which seemed dead is alive again.  And in a few weeks at Pentecost we will celebrate that Spirit of God poured out on the church, the breath of life birthing a new people with a purpose.  The breath of God brings hope and promise.  The breath of God means anything is possible.  
So in this scripture passage, when Jesus breathes on the disciples, John is reminding us that Jesus is the very presence and power of God.  Jesus is God whose breath moved from the beginning of time.  Jesus is God – fully divine – and as we know Jesus, so we know God.  John is reminding us that because Jesus is fully divine, when the human Jesus was raised from the dead, the divinity of Jesus conquered death once and for all.  Death has no power over us any more.  God is more powerful even than death.  

So when Jesus breathes on his disciples and says “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  Jesus is saying we who believe in Jesus are forever linked to God, and nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

John is reminding us that this breath of God brings life.  John is reminding us that the Risen Jesus offers newness, energy and hope to all who would follow.  John is reminding us that the breath of God in Jesus Christ is proof of God’s power over death, and that the resurrection promise is offered to each and every one of us.  

There’s a contemporary Christian song by Jeremy Camp that says “The same power that rose Jesus from the grave, lives in us.”  I know it is odd English, but it’s a great song.  The power of God, the Spirit of God that brought about the resurrection is the same power that God has given to us – that Jesus breathed on his disciples.  “The same power that rose Jesus from the grave, lives in us.”  You have the power.  We have the power of God in us …to move mountains, to conquer fears, to transform lives, to change outcomes, to bring new life, to destroy death and darkness.  God has given us that power through Jesus Christ.  
And this scripture passage reminds us of that.  Jesus breathes on his disciples and says, “Receive the power of the Holy Spirit.”  Receive the power of God.  Jesus breathes on his disciples and says, now I send you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you. 
Send us where?  Send us to what? For what?  - To speak peace to the world, to speak truth, to speak life.  To tell people about the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  To show people the love of God, in all that we do.  Just as Jesus did – to live the love of God in the world in tangible touchable ways.  

The very next thing Jesus says is “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven.”  

The first way Jesus expresses the power of God is thru forgiveness, and Jesus calls us to do the same.  We receive the power of God and we immediately hear about forgiveness.  Not crushing evil.  Not breaking pride.  The first thing we hear is forgiveness.  Perhaps that is the most powerful thing we can do – forgive, bring forgiveness, work toward forgiveness, bring people together, foster reconciliation, make peace.  And it takes the power of God to do that.  
I look at the world today.  I hear the news.  In moments of weakness I give in to despair and doubt.  I see war and anger and fear and hatred and hurt.  I hear of bombings and burnings and horror.  I see the terrible divisions.  It all seems so overwhelming.  But this passage reminds us, God says we have the power.  God has given us the power.  Jesus has breathed onto us the power, the breath of God, the Spirit of God.  “The same power that rose Jesus from the grave lives in us.”  Easter reminds us that anything is possible.

As if to illustrate the point – the very next story is about doubting Thomas.  (And by the way what a rotten way to be remembered - for this one moment of realistic weakness.)  Thomas, just like any of us might do, says this resurrection promise, this power of God, is all just too fantastic to believe.  I need to see it to believe it.  
So what does Jesus do?  Jesus gives Thomas exactly what he needs.  No condemnation for doubt.  Jesus gives Thomas, exactly what he asks for.  And funny thing is, when Thomas gets what he asked for, he no longer needs it.  He doesn’t have to touch and examine the proof.  Thomas believes with all his heart.  “My Lord and My God.”  Then Thomas goes on to be one of the most powerful disciples in telling the good news, in living his faith, in witnessing to the resurrection.  God pours out power on Thomas  - on any of us who have doubts – and God works miracles of transformation and new life.  

This is the gospel of Easter.  We have received the power of God – the miraculous, transforming, life giving, world saving – power of God.  It is ours.  It is yours.  God lives in you.  Christ breathes on you.  The Spirit moves thru you.  To bring resurrection to the world.  Believe it.  This is the power of God for the people of God.  

So what are we going to do with this power of God – this breath of life?  What are we going to do?

Breathe in this power of God.  Breathe in this Spirit of God with us.  Breathe deeply.  Breathe fully and freely.  Just breathe.  And let God inspire you in ways you can’t even imagine.  Let God inspire us together, to be God’s powerful witness of love and grace right here, right now, in this corner of the world.  God will do it.  God will move in us to work miracles of grace – if we will only receive the powerful Spirit God breathes over us.  
This is the resurrection promise.  Breathe the peace of God.  
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