Knox Uniting Church Cluster
Sunday April 27th 2025 – (RCL: Easter 2, Year C)
Sermon (reflection) by Russell Croxford at Scoresby Uniting Church
Bible passages: Acts 5:27-32 and John 20:19-31
‘Joy is a game changer’

Can I put this question to you: What kind of mood did you wake up with this morning? Did you wake up happy, or gloomy, or just plain indifferent? I find it rather fascinating how you can just wake up feeling a certain way. I know there are probably contributing factors, like how well you slept or the particular circumstances going on in your life. But sometimes you just wake up in a certain mood, and there’s no obvious reason!
But one thing is for sure, whatever our mood at any given time, it can have a massive effect on our behaviour. If we are in a bright, joyful mood, we are very likely to jump into the day’s activities with energy and enthusiasm, and we are likely to brighten up the day of those around us too! But if we are feeling gloomy, we will probably lack motivation to do much at all, and our gloomy demeanour may even bring down the mood of those around us. Our moods affect our behaviour. Even though moods are an internally experienced phenomenon, they can strongly impact behaviours in our external environment. 
In our story today from John 20 the disciples were in a pretty dark and gloomy mood, it would seem. They had been through a horrible week leading up to the brutal death of their leader. And even though Mary had earlier told them the tomb was empty, and she’d seen the risen Jesus, it still didn’t seem to lift their mood, and they sat there in the locked room, huddled together in fear. Maybe they just didn’t believe Mary, or maybe they were so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer them up. 
This dejected group needed something to jolt them out of their gloominess. They needed some boost – something to ‘kickstart’ a new attitude and mindset. Aside from referring to the way you start a motorbike with a foot lever, ‘kickstart’ is often used these days to mean a kind of ‘injection’ of something, like money or resources to get a project or idea off the ground. To get the thing moving and make it viable. To spark it into action. The disciples needed a kick starter. And that did happen. Let’s look closer. 
What we have here in John 20 are, in fact two stories of the disciples meeting together after Jesus died. The first one happens on the Easter Sunday evening. The second one a week later in the same house. The two stories are almost identical. In both cases they are in a locked room (v 19,26); Jesus just appears among them (19, 26); Jesus’ first words were, “Peace be with you” (19, 26); and that he showed them his wounds (20, 27).  The only difference was the presence of Thomas. He wasn’t there in the first meeting (for some unknown reason) but was there the next time they met. It was like it all had to be repeated for the sake of Thomas!
Another similarity in the two scenes is the joy experienced in seeing Jesus, initially the joy of the disciples (v 20) and a week later the joy felt by Thomas, at least the implied joy in his declaration, “My Lord and my God!” (v28)


I want to suggest this morning that joy was the key ingredient in both meetings. Witnessing that Jesus was alive filled them all with joy. Witnessing the risen Jesus was like a kick-starter to jolt them out of their gloomy mood. 
However, I find it really interesting that they still retreated back into their locked room a week later, having already seen Jesus alive. It’s as if they still felt some fear and uncertainty. What this suggests to me is that their growth in understanding and in their confidence to share the good news did not all happen at once. There was a movement forward over time. It may have been a case of ‘two steps forward one step back’ but there was movement. Even for Thomas who gets a bad rap for being ‘doubting Thomas’ (despite Jesus not actually condemning him) there was movement forward. 
When you think about it, every happening in their three years with Jesus would have added something to that movement. Even the horrors of Jesus’ final week would have brought them a step forward as they realised that his predictions of death did come true. The empty tomb brought them another step forward causing them to think, “Maybe he really is alive”. Then the appearances were something that kick-started their joy which was so important. Finally, the receiving of the Holy Spirit from Jesus would perhaps be the final thing to complete the process of movement in their lives, from fear and uncertainty, to bold confidence and sharing of faith.
This asks a question of us too. Is there movement in our lives? Or are we stuck in a locked room in any way? Are we allowing the joy of the risen Christ to spur us on, or does fear still dominate the horizon of our lives?
Let’s look further down the track for those disciples. In our other bible passage today from Acts 5, we see those same disciples being hauled before the angry religious authorities to answer to the accusation that they had kept on teaching about Jesus despite ‘strict orders’ (v28) not to do so. Unperturbed, they defiantly tell their accusers, (who, by the way, had the power to kill them), that they “must answer to God rather than men” (v29). They go on to openly state that Jesus was indeed their “leader and saviour” (v 31), “whom you [the religious leaders] had killed by hanging him on a tree” (v30). Wow! Daring and risky words to utter in that setting! What a dramatic shift from the timid, uncertain, fearful group huddled in a locked room!
What we didn’t read in that Acts passage was the bit that happened next. One of those religious leaders was a Pharisee called Gamaliel. He was highly “honoured” (v34) among them, so they would certainly respect anything he said. Gamaliel got up in this council of leaders and suggested that if these disciples turned out to be fakes, then inevitably they would be killed and forgotten. But if they really were God’s true messengers, “you will not be able to stop them” (v39). 
Wise words! And his prediction was true. There was no stopping these guys! The joy in their hearts from knowing the risen Christ meant there was no stopping them – even when things looked really bleak. 



We live today in bleak times and in a bleak world. Let’s make no mistake about that. So, it’s easy to get into a very gloomy mood. It’s easy to be fearful, cynical and despairing. But I believe the challenge for us is the same as it was for the disciples. To allow the joy of the risen Christ to cause people to say about us, “There’s no stopping those guys”. I think it would be great if people said that about the church today, “There’s no stopping those guys”. “The joy in them can’t be contained”. 
To quote John Van der Laar (https://sacredise.com/easter-2c/) “The challenge, of the resurrection, is to be people who refuse to co-operate with the forces of fear, cynicism and despair, and who work constantly to bring faith, hope, life and worship into places of fear and pain. And to do this, we must be people of praise and celebration.” Joy is the kick starter for that to happen. Joy is the game changer. We need to do whatever it is we can do in our broken world, but it needs to be driven by that deep, inner joy. 
There is one final thing in today’s gospel story that struck me, and it relates to how we express our inner joy to a hurting world. It’s what Jesus says to them as he breathes the Holy Spirit upon them and sends them out in his name. He tells them “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” (v23) So, does that mean our forgiveness of people carries that much power and influence in their lives or in the world? Apparently, it does, if we believe these words! 
This little piece of John’s gospel, about Jesus sending them out, is this writer’s version of the ‘Great Commission’, which is the ‘sending out’ statements appearing at the end of each gospel (and again in Acts 1:8). But John’s gospel is different. The other writers use words like preach, baptize, teach, heal, witness etc. John’s version, instead, simply says ‘forgive’! 
That’s because forgiveness is a powerful act of peace, love and joy. I’m not sure about you, but I find it hard to be forgiving when I’m in a gloomy mood. If, however, I’m feeling the joy of the living Christ, I’m in a far better position to be forgiving. And it is a powerful thing to forgive people. It has the capacity to change them, and it can change me. It counteracts the forces at work in an unforgiving world in which the lack of forgiveness perpetuates the hate and violence we see so much of. 
Yes, it is true, and it needs to be said, that there are times when we cannot forgive someone in certain cases, or we are not ready to forgive someone. And that’s okay. But that doesn’t stop us going out into the world with a spirit of forgiveness in our hearts and a posture towards forgiveness – because we have known it personally through our own faith. 
Forgiveness may well be one of the greatest things we can do to make a difference in whatever situations we are in. But it must start with the joy in our hearts of knowing a living Christ, a joy that kick starts our ability to live out our faith in practice. This kind of joy really is a game changer. 

Prayer. 
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