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“The Keys of the Kingdom”      Text – LD 31 John 20:21-23      OT Reading – Deuteronomy 30


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
To have a key is to have responsibility.  
Parents do not normally give a set of house keys to their children until they feel that they are mature enough to be able to handle the responsibility that comes with having keys.  
Employers also nervously hand over a set of keys to new employees because they know that a lot of responsibility is attached to key ownership.

Well, the subject of the Lord’s Day before us today, as Q 83 makes clear, is the keys of the kingdom.  
And the keys of the kingdom, we are told, are not like the keys we have on our key rings, but are preaching and Christian discipline.
And this Lord’s Day is very much concerned with the proper and responsible use of these keys.  
And boys and girls, you might be wondering how it is that preaching and Christian discipline can be thought of as keys?  
Well, that’s what we hope to see today as we turn to John 20.  
Our focus, today, will be on vv21-23, but let’s read from v19.  

	Now, v19 informs us that we are talking here about the day of resurrection – Sunday.  
	Chapter 20 has already informed us that the empty tomb has been discovered and Jesus has appeared to Mary Magdalene.  

The Gospel of Luke informs us that He has also met with Cleopas and his friend on the Road to Emmaus.  
	And now, as the disciples wait, fearfully and nervously, in a locked upstairs room, Jesus “came and stood among them.”  

He then greets them, “Peace be with you,” before showing them his hands and side to identify Himself as their crucified yet risen Lord and Saviour.  
The text tells us that “the disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.”  
However, we can be equally sure that the disciples’ joy was likely to have been mixed with a fair amount of embarrassment and self-loathing for having abandoned Jesus and failed to believe that He would rise again.  
And Jesus, knowing all of this, gently and lovingly says again, “Peace be with you!”  

And then, in vv21-23, Jesus entrusts the church with the keys of the kingdom.  And the two things we want to focus on today are who receives the keys and how the keys are to be used.  

But to begin with, before we consider both of those things, I need to briefly explain what is going on when it says that Jesus “breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’  And I need to do this because we often wonder what connection this breathing has with the Day of Pentecost; If Jesus poured out His Spirit on the disciples at Pentecost, what is going on here?  

Brothers and Sisters, what occurs here is the initial portion of which the Day of Pentecost is the full measure.  This is the deposit for which the Day of Pentecost is the total amount.  Or, perhaps we can think of it this way: Here the disciples are sprinkled with grace, there they are saturated.
You see, for now, all the disciples had to do was wait in Jerusalem until, as Luke says, they would be “clothed with power from on high.”
And so, for the time being, all they needed was the deposit of the Holy Spirit.
But after the Day of Pentecost, then their work would begin in earnest.  
As preachers, missionaries, and church planters, then they would need the full measure of the Holy Spirit.
And even though Jesus here breathes on them and says “Receive the Holy Spirit,” you can be sure that it was not until the Day of Pentecost, and the sound like a rushing wind, and the coming down of what appeared to be tongues of fire, and the gift of tongues that they all of a sudden were able to use that the disciples really and fully understood what the gift of the Holy Spirit meant.

So this breathing upon them of the Holy Spirit is a necessary deposit of what will come fully at Pentecost.

Let’s return then to the first of our two main points, which is who receives the keys.  

	And on this, verse 19 is straightforward and clear: “On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together … Jesus came and stood among them.”  What Jesus does here he does to the disciples.  


	Now, in everything else that we have to say in connection with this subject, you need to note that there is a special and a general sense to what we are talking about.  
	For instance, each of you can say, in a general sense, that you preach the gospel.  
	When you live as a Christian, your life, in a general sense, preaches the gospel.  

When you make the most of a gospel opportunity to tell someone about Jesus Christ and the forgiveness of sins, you are, in a general sense, preaching the gospel.  
	And likewise, when you refuse to have purely social contact with someone who claims to be a Christian but who is walking in obvious unbelief of immorality, in a general sense, you are exercising Christian discipline.  


	This is part of the doctrine we call the priesthood of all believers.  
	As members of the church, to each of you is entrusted a general calling to use the keys of the kingdom.  


	But our focus today is very much on the special use of the keys of the kingdom; the official use of the keys of the kingdom; the use of the keys that is particular to the elders of the church.  


	Let’s return then to the importance of noting that Jesus here addresses the disciples.
	Now, this morning we read from John 17 and Jesus’ High Priestly prayer.  
	And there, in verse 18, referring back to the time when Jesus sent the disciples out to command all people to listen to Him, and pointing forward to what He was doing, Jesus prayed to the Father, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”  


	And this is what Jesus does now in verse 21: “As the Father has sent Me, I am sending you.”  And Brothers and Sisters, so much, in terms of the whole doctrine of the church, is attached to this idea of being sent.  It has within it the idea of commissioning, office, and authority.  
	In Matthew 16, after Peter had confessed Jesus to be “the Christ, the Son of the Living God, Jesus said, “I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church.”  
	Now, the rock that Jesus would build his church on is not Peter, the man.  
	The rock is Peter’s confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of God.  
	The church will be made up of all those that confess Jesus Christ to be the Son of God.  

And as the first one to confess this of Jesus Christ, Peter is entrusted, as an officer of that church, with the keys of the kingdom.  
	For Jesus went on to say, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”  


	And Jesus words there point forward to His words here in John 20.  “If you forgive anyone His sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”  Now, before we look at those words in our second point, we need to drive this point home by looking at one other passage of the NT; and that is 2 Corinthians 5:20.  Turn there with me please.  
	There it says, “We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.”  
	Now, boys and girls, an ambassador is an official messenger who speaks with a delegated authority.  
	For instance, if our Prime Minister wants to send an official message to President Barack Obama of the United States, he doesn’t phone up the airport to see if anyone is going to America who could pass on his message.  No, he sends an ambassador.  And when President Obama hears the message from this ambassador, he knows that he is hearing the official message of our Prime Minister.  He knows this person has the right authority to deliver such a message, because the messenger is an ambassador.  


	Well, in connection with this verse, you will often hear Christians praying for themselves and all other Christians as ambassadors of Christ.  
	And as I said earlier, there is a general sense in which this is true.  


	But if you go back to 1 Corinthians 1:1, you find there that Paul mentions himself and Timothy as the ones sending this letter to the Corinthians.  
	They are the “we” of verse 8 who do not want the Corinthians to be uninformed.  
	They are the “us” of 3:6 that God has made “competent as ministers of a new covenant.”  
	They are the “we” of 4:1 who have this ministry.  

And they are the “we” of 5:20 who are Christ’s ambassadors.  
	As officers of the church, they are among those who have been sent, who have been commissioned, who have been given special authority, to be Christ’s ambassadors.  


And so, who is it that receives the keys of the kingdom?  
It is the officers of the church of Jesus Christ.  It is those to whom Jesus gives His authority within the church.  
The special use of the keys of the kingdom does not belong to all Christians, but to those to whom Jesus has entrusted them.  The special use of the keys of the kingdom belongs to the elders.

Well how then are the keys are to be used?  

	And here again, we need to begin by making sure that we understand what Jesus says here in verse 23 about the forgiveness of sins.  
	And Brothers and Sisters, there is no other way to say this, but our NIV translation is not as helpfully clear here as it ought to be.  
	On plain reading it seems to suggest that the disciples, and later on the officers of the church, have the power to forgive people’s sins and that if they do, then their sins will actually be forgiven by God.  


	Another translation, and a more helpful one, puts it like this (and it’s just a subtle difference so you need to listen carefully).  “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained.”  
	And the helpfulness of this translation is seen in that it recognizes the tense of the Greek that is used here.  In Greek there is a tense known as the perfect tense.  And it refers to action in the past that continues to be in effect now.  
	When the Bible talks, for instance, about Jesus having risen from the dead, it uses the perfect tense to make sure that we understand that not only did He rise from the dead 2000 years ago, He is still risen from the dead today.  
	Action in the past with continued effect.  


	And it is this perfect tense that is used here in the second half of each of these phrases.  
	And so, it’s not, as the NIV reads: If you do this now (forgive sins), this will be done in the future (sins will be forgiven).  

It is: If you do this now (forgive sins), you do so because of what has already been done in the past (sins were forgiven) and because of what continues to be the case now (sins are forgiven).  
	And this translation better reinforces what the Bible says about the forgiveness of sins.
	Even the Pharisees knew, as Mark 2:7 reveals, that only God can forgive sins.  


	Thus, what the disciples of the church, and later all the officers of the church, are to do is not to forgive sin, but to proclaim the forgiveness of sins.  
	And as the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed, those that embrace what God has already done enter the kingdom of heaven, and those that reject the forgiveness of sins are barred from entering. 


	And so, one of the keys of the kingdom is preaching.  
	The catechism describes it in this way: “The kingdom of heaven is opened by proclaiming and publicly declaring to all believers, each and every one, that, as often as they accept the gospel promise in true faith, God, because of what Christ has done, truly forgives all their sins.  The kingdom of heaven is closed, however, by proclaiming and publicly declaring to unbelievers and hypocrites that, as long as they do not repent, the anger of God and eternal condemnation rest on them.”  


	And this is what Jesus was talking about when He said to the disciples, “If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”  
	As they proclaim the forgiveness of sins, the door to the kingdom of heaven is opened, and then it is closed again.  

Some choose to enter, and some refuse to enter.
	And this is helpfully illustrated in a passage such as 2 Corinthians 2:14-16.  
	There Paul describes those who preach as an aroma or a smell that is either liked or disliked.  
	He says, “But thanks be to God, who … through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of [Christ].  15 For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing.  16 To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life.”  
	And this is just another way of describing those who choose to go through the door and those who refuse to go through the door.


	Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, when the word of Christ is proclaimed from this or any other pulpit, a door is unlocked.  
	And you should clearly hear this door creaking open in every sermon. 

Jesus Christ died on the cross so that you might be reconciled to God.  
	Do you believe this?  Do you embrace Him?  
	If so, the door to the kingdom of heaven stands unlocked and open before you.  Come!  Enjoy the fellowship of the Father that belongs to you.  
	But if not, if you are not convinced or disinterested, then you need to know that shortly the door to the kingdom of heaven will again creak closed and be locked to you.  
	And when you stand before God on the Day of judgment, He will point to this day, this moment.  And you will know that you chose not to enter.  


	Lastly though, and briefly, we may also see another of the keys of the kingdom, the practise of church discipline hinted at in these words of Jesus to His disciples.  When Jesus talks about forgiving sins and not forgiving sins we are forced to consider other passages of the Bible that reveal that Christian discipline is another way of accomplishing this task.
	Q/A 85 summarizes Christian discipline by reminding us that Jesus Christ also calls on the officers of the church to exclude from the Christian fellowship those who while claiming to be Christians, “profess unchristian teachings or live unchristian lives.”  


	In 1 Corinthians 5, we are told about a man who was having a sexual relationship with his step-mother.  
	This man claimed to be a Christian but was continuing this ungodly behaviour.  
	Paul said to the church that he could not believe that they had not put this man out of the fellowship.  

And so, he instructed them to practise Christian discipline by saying, “When you are assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present,  5 hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.”  

	And so, this too is one of the keys of the kingdom. 
	 If repeated and loving counsel to a wayward member has been rejected, and serious sin continues to be embraced, the elders of the church must begin a process, which can end with a member of the church being excommunicated; put out of the fellowship of the church.
	And when the form for excommunication is read out in church, what you are hearing, Brothers and Sisters, is the door to the kingdom of heaven being closed and locked.  
	Thankfully and mercifully though, the goal of Christian discipline is not just a permanently locked door.  
	Yes, if that person never repents, the door will certainly remain locked.  
	But Christian discipline is also undertaken in the hope that that person will come to their senses and repent, so that, as 1 Cor 5:5 says, “His spirit [may be] saved on the day of the Lord.”  


	And that is why on the very next page after the form for excommunication, we have the form for re-admission.  
	We have an eagerly anticipated provision for welcoming back into full fellowship those who hear the proclamation of the forgiveness of sins and seek to enter the kingdom of heaven.  


Preaching and Christian discipline, then, are the two keys of the kingdom.

Well, as we close our time together today, I trust you have seen what a glorious, majestic, and fearful power that Jesus has entrusted to the elders of the church.  
	To me, as a teaching elder, and to all those who have been set aside to this task, is given the responsibility of faithfully proclaiming the forgiveness of sins.  
	And for this, we will be held accountable on the Day of judgment.  
	Please pray for me and for all those who publicly proclaim the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.  
	Pray for the ongoing empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  

Pray for insight and illumination.  
Pray for boldness and fearlessness.  
	Pray that the grace of Christ may be plainly and consistently revealed.  


	But to ruling elders has been given the responsibility of guarding the pulpit from error, and watching over the flock of Jesus Christ.  
	Be careful, my brothers, how you do this.  

As 1 Peter 5 says, do it willingly, not under compulsion.  
	Do not seek dishonest gain or stature in the eyes of men, but serve, eagerly.  

And do not lord it over the flock, but be an example to them.  
	For then you will receive the “crown of glory that will never fade away.”  


	And you, Brothers and Sisters, pray for your elders.  
	Pray regularly for your elders.  
	Pray that they might watch over you in the way that 1 Peter 5 describes.  
	Welcome them into your homes. 

Listen to them.  
	Heed their warnings.  

Hear your Lord and Saviour speak to you through them. 

For Jesus has entrusted the church with the keys of the kingdom.  
May we always use them in such a way that His name is honoured and adored.  Amen.

