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“LOCKED … FOR FEAR” 

John 20:19-23 
 

What an amazing morning!  Easter Sunday morning – the day of resurrection, of liberation, of joy.  And 

how do we find ourselves this morning – in these really weird and (yes, let’s use the word again) 

unprecedented times?  For most of us it’s a day of lockdown and anxiety – even, for some, perhaps, of 

fear.  I’m sure we’ll find ways of celebrating – after all, the shops are still open and there are Easter eggs, 

joints of lamb and simnel cakes to be had, and we have the marvels of social media and video-

conferencing to connect us with those who cannot be with us physically – but there’s still the underlying 

concern about what might happen and how long these conditions will last. 

 

We’re not the first to feel like this, though.  We’ve just read part of the Easter story from John’s Gospel, 

John’s record of what happened on that very first day of resurrection.  The first followers of Jesus – his 

disciples, whose stories we have been reflecting on over these past few weeks – were all together.  It may 

have been just the ten of them – the Twelve named disciples, less Judas, who was now gone, and Thomas, 

who was off doing something else – or it may have been the wider group, including the women.  I 

suppose it depends how big the room was, really.  But they were behind locked doors – self-isolating! – 

because they were afraid.  Having seen what had happened to Jesus just a couple of days earlier and 

(possibly as a result of hearing about Peters’ experience in the High Priest’s courtyard) realising that they 

were marked men due to their connection with Jesus, they were afraid. 

 

At this point they know that Jesus is alive.  Their fear is not about what’s happened to him.  A couple of 

the disciples have been to the tomb and seen that it was empty – including John (we assume), the writer 

of this Gospel, who “saw and believed”.  And Mary Magdalene has just told them that she has actually 

spoken with him.  They know things are working out for Jesus.  They’re aware that he’s alive again.  

They know the resurrection has happened, even if they don’t quite understand it all yet.  But they are still 

afraid and getting together to support and comfort one another. 

 

Then, suddenly, their fear turns to joy.  Their situation is dramatically transformed.  Why?  What’s caused 

this amazing turnaround?  Well, Jesus turns up.  Yes, they know he’s alive.  They know things are turning 

out the way Jesus predicted.  John has told us that he now believes in it all.  But Jesus us actually there – 

personally, with them all.  He stands with them in their situation. 

 

John has told us that the door was locked.  The Greek just says “shut”, but there’s no point mentioning 

that unless it was actually locked, and their fear would surely have led them to lock the door.  And yet 

Jesus comes in to be among them.  But this isn’t just some ethereal phantom – a ghost or spiritual 

presence.  Jesus holds out his hands and lifts up his robe so that they can see his wounds, his physical 



wounds.  He has come to make his presence felt.  They are not on their own.  They have not been 

abandoned.  They are not forgotten, even after this darkest of weekends. 

 

He greets them with the usual greeting – “Eirene humin” in Greek, “shalom alechem” in Hebrew – 

“Peace be with you”.  But on this occasion the usual words are loaded with new meaning – or, rather, 

carry their original meaning.  Jesus repeats them after he has identified himself by his wounds.  He comes 

bringing peace, bringing that “shalom” that their prophets again and again spoke of as the distinguishing 

mark of God’s Kingdom.  It’s not just that peace that we talk about – quietness and calm – but a whole 

package of well-being, and freedom from worry, and health and wholeness.  The Risen Jesus is with them 

and things will never, ever be the same again: it’s all going to be alright. 

 

Jesus has already promised them this peace and told them what it can mean for them.  In that last, long 

conversation he had with them as he was preparing for his betrayal, arrest and death, trying to help them 

come to terms with the fact that he was going to leave them, he told his disciples that his legacy to them 

would be this peace.  In John 14:27 he says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give 

to you as the world gives” – this isn’t the usual unthinking greeting and vague hope of something good 

for you – “Do not let you hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” – I’m giving you a whole new outlook 

on life.  You don’t need to worry any more. 

 

Maybe those words came back to the disciples, fearfully huddling together for support in their Easter 

evening isolation.  But suddenly there’s flesh on them.  Suddenly they can comprehend the reality of 

them.  We know that they continued to have difficulties, that their expectation of trouble from the 

authorities was justified, that some of them actually lost their lives.  But they now knew that Jesus stood 

with them in their situation and that his promise of peace meant that, ultimately, they had nothing to fear.  

God was looking after them.  He’d kept his promise about raising Jesus from the dead, so there was 

nothing now that could cut them off from him for eternity.  It was a whole new world view, a whole new 

set of attitudes to confronting difficulty and danger. 

 

And maybe in that situation, too, some of the words of those prophets who had spoken of God’s shalom 

also came back to them, words such as those in Isaiah 43:  

But now, this is what the Lord says – 
he who created you, Jacob, 
he who formed you, Israel: 

‘Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 
I have summoned you by name; you are mine. 

When you pass through the waters, 
I will be with you; 

and when you pass through the rivers, 
they will not sweep over you. 



When you walk through the fire, 
you will not be burned; 

the flames will not set you ablaze.” 
 

God was keeping his promises.  He was with them in the fire and the fear, in the difficulties and danger, 

in the despair and despondency, in the helplessness and hopelessness. 

 

And he still is, folks.  Even in our place of fear and isolation today, the Risen Jesus is with us.  We know 

he is alive – that’s what celebrating Easter Sunday is all about.  We know we can support one another in 

our concerns and anxieties – that’s what live streaming this, and communicating with one another by 

social media and telephone are all about.  But we need to be aware of the presence of Jesus with us, too, 

to know that he is there with us walking through the fire, helping us with the big decisions we have to 

make, standing with us as we find ourselves doing things that, even a month ago, we’d never have 

thought possible. 

 

The presence of the Risen Lord Jesus Christ, made real to us through his Holy Spirit at work in our lives, 

brings us hope and calms our fears.  And then it fills us with joy.  We look at what is going on around us 

and say, “It does not have to be this way; there is an alternative – and we can be part of it”.  This day of 

resurrection becomes not simply a day when we make the best of things in a dark and difficult situation, 

but a day when our recognition of the presence of Jesus with us fills us with a joy that says to the world. 

“Jesus is alive – and he’s making a difference”. 

 

I remember once listening to the Anglican Bishop of the Arctic talking about his ministry up in the frozen 

wastes of the Arctic Circle and about translating the Bible into one of the Inuit languages.  The translators 

were having trouble conveying some of the more abstract concepts in the appropriate words.  He 

mentioned this verse – “The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord” – and said that they 

couldn’t work out what the word for “overjoyed” would be in Inuit, until they saw the Huskies being fed.  

They pointed to the dogs leaping about and barking as the food was put out and asked what the word was 

for what they were seeing.  When the first proofs were read to the Inuit people there, they fell about 

laughing as the translators had put, “When the disciples saw the Lord, they wagged their tails 

energetically”! 

 

May we wag our tails energetically today as we rejoice that Jesus is alive – more than that, that he is with 

us, standing with us in our fear, walking with us through the fire, filling us with hope that this situation 

will soon be over, confirming to us his promise of peace, of shalom, of eternal well-being in God’s 

Kingdom.  “Fear not.  I will be with you … My peace I leave with you … Do not let your hearts be 

troubled and do not be afraid.” 



 

 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) You are probably sitting in a room with the door closed at the moment.  Imagine that you suddenly 
find Jesus standing with you.  How do you feel?  What’s your response to him? 

 
2) What do you understand by the word “peace” in this context?  How does it manifest itself in your 

life?  Would you say you are a peaceful person?  Why/why not? 
 
3) The disciples had Jesus physically present with them.  We do not.  What difference does that make?  

How can you make yourself aware of Jesus’ presence? 
 
4) Does Easter make you feel overjoyed?  Why/why not?   
 
5) How can we express our joy in a way that conveys something of our faith to others? 
 
6) Pray for those who have had all their joy sucked out of them by the current virus situation.  And pray 

for peace for us all. 


