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uRECEIVE YE THE HOLY GHOST." 

JOHN XX. 

~' N order to our understanding the teaching of 
~ this chapter, we must bear in mind that it is 
all based on the resurrection of the Lord Jesus 
Christ from the dead, as the. Son of God. It is by 
resurrection that He is declared Son of God in 
power (Rom. i. 4), and so He is before us in this 
chapter-not as raising others, but as rising Him
self. It is not merely as an object of God's power 
raised from the dead. This is true also, and abun
dantly attested both by Peter and Paul (Acts ii. 32, 
xiii. 30). But it is also true that He Himself arose 
from the dead. "Destroy this temple," He said, 
"and in three days I will raise it up" (J olm ii. 19) · 
and again, "I have power to lay it [my life] down, 
and power to take it again." It was the same power 
in which He raised Jairus' daughter, the widow of 
Nain's son, and Lazarus-in which He will raise 
all that are in the graves by and by (John v. 28, 29). 
In this light His resurrection is here viewed. 

As for the disciples, they had not entered into the 
glory of this scene. They had not yet learnt the 
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"needs be" of the Scriptures (Luke xxiv. 44-46). 
They saw and believed. But (such is the powerless 
result of such facts being weighed by the mere 
human spirit, however just the conclusion that may be 
drawn) "they went away again unto their own home." 

Not so with Mary. Her heart detains her near 
the empty tomb of Him in whose presence she had 
learned to find a home. Occupied with thoughts of 
Him, she betrays no. emotion at a sight-two angels 
in white-which under ordinary circumstances could 
not have failed to have filled her with surprise, it 
not with fear. They say unto her, "Woman, why 
weepest thou?" With exquisite simplicity she re
plies, "Because they have taken away my Lord, and 
I know not where they have laid him. And when 
she had thus said, she turned herself back and saw 
Jesus;" and thinking it was but the gardener, she 
says to Him, "Sir, if thou have borne him hence, 
tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take 
him away. Jesus saith unto her, Mary." One 
word and the spell was broken : " My Master" was 
the spontaneous expression of the same affection, 
which would have made her cling to Him on the 
spot. But He says, " Touch me not, for I am not 
yet ascended to my Father; but go to my brethren 
and say unto them, I ascend unto my Father and 
your Father, and to my God and your God." 

The word here used does not simply mean" touch," 
but "handle," and the particular vart of the word 
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used, supposes a continuous act-" Do not persist in 
clinging to me." And we may naturally inquire, 
"Why this?" seeing in Matthew, when the Galilean 
women seized His feet, He does not refuse it from 
them, but, on the contrary, accepted their homage; 
and even in the same chapter, eight days later, He 
bids Thomas reach hither his finger and thrust his 
hand into His side. The reason is, that in Matthew 
He is presented as the Messiah rejected by His 
people the Jews, and God's grace thereon sending 
out the gospel to the Gentiles, and calling disciples 
out of every nation under heaven, because the chosen 
nation had refused their King. In the Galilean 
women of this scene we have a foreshadowing of the 
remnant of the Jews, who in the latter day will be 
brought by grace to cling to Jesus, and worship 
Him, the very form of the worship implying His 
actual and bodily presence, after He comes again and 
meets with His chosen people; for "they shall look" 
-not merely believe as Christians-but " they shall 
look on him whom they have pierced." With this 
pledge of the Lord's mercy toward a remnant of 
His people on earth in the latter day, we have very 
properly no mention of the Ascension, as it would 
have taken Him out of this connection, instead of 
leaving Him bodily in their midst to be the ever
lasting joy of those whose afflictions He will have 
visited and for ever banished in His mercy. 

But in John xx. we have exactly the converse of 
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this. He bids Mary not thus cling to Him-" for I 
am not yet ascended to my Father." He was about 
to quit the only scene the remnant of Israel would 
connect with the Messiah. That hope would not 
fade, but bloom in its own time. But now He was 
taking a remnant out of Israel (compare also Acts 
xv. 14-17), and adding them to the church (Acts ii. 
47). It was thus that Christianity began. 

The Christian does not know Christ (as the Jew 
did) on earth, but as ascended to His Father. There
fore Paul says (2 Cor. v. 16), " though we have 
known Christ after the flesh, yet now henceforth 
know we him no more." Blessed as it was to know 
Messiah on earth, it is not the pattern of the know
ledge that is found in Christianity. Christ is now 
in heaven, having put away our sins and glorified 
God in the cross about everything that could com
promise His nature in this world, and there He is 
revealed to our souls, and there we are united to 
Him. For this purpose the Holy Spirit has come 
down, the witness of an accomplished redemption, 
and of the present place of Christ at God's right 
hand ; and these two truths are characteristic of 
Christianity. They are the special burden of .the 
testimony of John; nor can we enter into our proper 
place as Christians without intelligence in that which 
characterises it, viz., first, the revelation of the 
person of Christ Himself, the Son of God, and of Hi.s 
work in its divine efficacy as an object of faith; and 



5 

secondly, the real presence of the Holy Spirit, another 
person equally divine, who, when Jesus goes away, 
takes His place with the disciples here below, the 
power for making good the glory of Christ in the 
church and in the Christian. 

This is what Mary is now learning, and of which 
too she is to be the messenger to the rest, when the 
Lord told her, "Go to my brethren mid say unto 
them, I ascend unto my Father and your Father, 
and to my God and your God." How blessed ! 
What the Father is to the Son He is to the sons ; 
and not only so, but what He was as God to the 
blessed man who put away sin, such He is, and 
nothing less, to those whose sins are put away. 
Moreover, this is not the vague knowledge of God 
as fatherly in His ways. Language, as furnished in 
Isaiah for those who shall yet need comfort in their 
distress (as one might say, ":My child," to a little 
ill-used orphan in the street), could not be under
stood to mean in the strict sense to express their 
relationship, or as a formal adoption into the family 
as son and heir. It was only nationally Israel could 
claim such a place. But here we have One on earth 
-the Son of God-the unchanging object of divine 
delight-the perfect reflection of the goodness of 
God Himself-on whom the very heavens open, and 
God the Father sends down the Holy Spirit as a 
man-" the Son of man," for " him hath God the 
F.ather sealed." Here for the first time was a man 
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on earth who met the whole moral mind of God
on whom all the Father's affections could rest with 

divine delight. 

But now on the cross we see this same one " made 
sin"-bearing the unmitigated and complete dealing 
of God due to sin-the divine judgment of all 
iniquity and indifference-of wrongs against man 
and rebellion against God. And therefore it is, 

because the full righteous horror of God against 
sin spent itself on the Lamb of God, that the re
demption through His blood is complete. Nothing 
more is needed to vindicate His holy htttred of evil. 
All He feels against sin has been met by the sacrifice 
of Jesus. The consequence is that cvel'ything that 

is in Him as Father and as God now turns to be 
exclusively in our favour. This was the meaning of 
the message of which Mary was to be the bearer to 

the disciples. ·what He knew as Son of God born 
into the world He passes over to us-not of course 
that which pertains to Him as a divine person. He 

was the only-begotten before all worlds; and here 
clearly we could have no part with Him : in this 
He is to us simply an object of worship and loving 
service. But He, the Son before all worlds, was born 

the Son of God. He was " Son of God " as man 
here below, " Son of God " in His human nature 
as well as in His divine. This is specially traced in 

Luke's gospel. 'Ve, on the contrary, alas! were 
"children of wrath by nature :" therefore without 
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redemption there was no possibility of communion 
with God for us. But now we, "who were afar off, 

are made nigh by the blood of Christ, for he is our 
peace" (Ep. ii. 13, 14). Everything contrary to God 
has been judged for us on the cross·; and therefore 
it is that we must judge everything in us, because 
we are not going to be judged for it. And this is 
where we need the comfort of redemption and the 

power of the Spirit. It is not only that we have 
remission of sins, or that we are born of God ; we 
have now the work of the cross in all its value accom
plished, and the resurrection in which are formed 
these new relationships, intimated in our Lord's mes
sage to those He now addresses as His "brethren," 
in which we are called to stand. Never before did 
He call them, " My brethren ;" never before did He 

say, "My Father and your Father, my God and your 
God." He said, " All ye are brethren ;" but now 

He says, "My brethren." Not that He assumed 
their fallen nature in incarnation to become one 
with them, as Puseyism, Irvingism, or Rationalism 
in their different theories would impiously propound; 
but through redemption He associates us with Him
self in resurrection, by the Holy Spirit which He gives 
us. This, and not His incarnati.on, is the great pivot 

of our new life in Him : as He says, " Except a corn 
of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone; 
but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit" (John xii. 
24). Scripture invariably founds our link with our 
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glorified Head, on His death, resurrection, and 
ascension, as the foundation for the gift of the Holy 
Spirit by whom that link is formed. Union with 
Christ (often erroneously confounded with faith in 
Him) is no way connected with the flesh, but with 
the Spirit. " He that is joined unto the Lord is one 
Spirit" (1 Cor. vi. 17). It is in contrast with "one 
flesh," in the same chapter, verse 16. The incarna
tion, though the necessary basis of all that follows 
it, is never the point of our union with Christ; for 
as to His incarnation, He 'vas " that holy thing " 
(Luke i. 35), free not only from si:.:s but from SIN : 

He "was in all points tempted like as we are, yet 
without sin" (He b. iv. 15); while, on the other hand, 
we were sinners, and nothing but sinners. Nor is 
"temptation " to be confounded with "sin," which 
is the yielding to temptation, as Adam did. Jesus 
suffered being tempted because He would not yield; 
but then the temptation was from without in His 
case (Luke iv. 1-13), not from within (James i. 14); 
and, having conquered Satan through death (Heb. ii. 
14), He now brings us into the present enjoyment, 
by the power of the Spirit, of His own position 
before His God and Father as risen man and Son 
of God. 

But more than this, we here find Him the same 
day, at even, in the midst of His disciples gathered 
together; and His first word to them is, " Peace be 
unto you ;" and He slwwed them the witness, in His 
pierced hands and side, of the shed blood by which 
He made peace. "Then were the disciples glad 
when they saw the Lord." Again He repeats, "Peace 
be unto you," as prefatory to their mission: " As 
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my Fatner hath sent me, even so send I you." With 
this they are sent to others, in communion with His 
mind, as He was with His Father's mind. Then He 
breathed oh them and said, " Receive ye the Holy 
Ghost;" thereby showing His divine power as Son, 
to quicken whom He would (John v. 21). 

In Gen. iii. 7 we read, "-The Lord God-J ehovah 
Elohim-formed man of the dust of the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life ; and 
man became a living soul." Man, and man alone, 
was thus made a living soul. This is the true source 
of the immortality of the soul, and man's responsi
bility to God. The living principle of a beast, being 
merely connected with its material organisation by 
the will of God, perishes when it dies. But in man's 
case there is a soul and spirit : " so then every one 
of us shall give account of himself to God " (Rom. 
xiv. 12). 

But while the Lord Jesus Christ is man, and here 
the risen man, this chapter also sets Him before us 
as the divine quickener, even as Thomas also con
fesses Him, "My Lord and my God." Thus as at once 
"the second man," " the last Adam," and "a quick
ening Spirit" (1 Cor. xv. 45), He breathes upon the 
disciples, thereby conferring upon them, as members 
of a new family, the Holy Spirit, the power of this 
resurrection-life. They had believed on Him, and 
had life eternal; now they have it "more abun
dantly" (John x. 10). No longer struggling with 
death and the sun-ounding evil, under ordinances, 
seeking in vain to do good or to avoid evil (Rom. 
vii.), they have life from the· Son of God breathed 
into their souls; they have perfect peace with God; 
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they have participation in the life that was in Him, 
after all questions were settled and perfect deliver. 
ance was won by Him for them. Thus the law oi 
the Spirit of life has set them free from the law of 
sin and death (Rom. viii. 2). 

But He adds more: "Whosesoever sins ye remit, 
they are remitted unto them; and whosesoever sins ye 
retain, they are retained." This was spoken to the 
disciples, gathered together on the first day of the 
week (a figure of the church), and not to the apostles 
as such. It is not of any official character as per
taining to them alone. Indeed so little is it the aim 
of John's gospel to dwell on what was official, that 
the word "apostle" never occurs once in it. The 
spirit, form, and substance of it are devoted to what 
is intrinsic and essential, and what passes not away. 
It is the "disciples" as such the Lord has before 
Him, and to them He imparts the Spirit; and them 
He thereon charges with the great commission. 
And with this power and in this spirit the assembly 
acted, whether in the judgment of the reality of the 
conversion of those who professed the name of Christ, 
both at Pentecost (Acts ii.) and afterwards, or in 
those cases where there was a putting away of any 
that sinned (1 Cor. v.), and their public restoration 
to the communion of the saints on their repentance 
(2 Cor. ii. and vii). And most important it was that 
there should be a body in this world constituted by 
the Lord with distinct authority, as well as possessed 
of power by the Spirit, to endorse the confession of 
the true, while examining the pretensions of all who 
professed; as also to maintain their responsibility to 
keep themselves separate from evil, and judge all 
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that might arise in their midst contrary to the con
fession of the name of Christ. This is illustrated 
in the two epistles to the Corinthians, in one of 
which we have a case of remitting sins, while the 
other gives us a case of retaining them. 

The church has lost the sense of this her respon
sibility; and the pretension to remit or retain sins, 
except for superstitious people as a sacerdotal act, is 
contemned if not ignored. The world is admitted 
within her pale under the plea of charity ! and thus 
the great public landmarks of grace and holiness
receiving those whose confession satisfies, and. as 
publicly refusing what does 11ot approve itself to the 
spiritual judgment of the saints-have been broken 
down. 

Let me however press with decision, that what we 
receive is not a mere- amount of intelligence, un
questionably valuable in its place and season. It 
was not this Jesus breathed on His disciples, but 
His own resurrection-life. And it is this we are bound 
to own and to receive. We .are to treat the feeblest 
as a member of Christ, and receive them in His name. 
Let us beware of seeming to mix up the ground of 
reception with points of attainment in practice or in 
doctrine. In the Christian we must look for holi
ness and a purged conscience. Therefore the name 
of Jesus, which is the all-sufficient passport for the 
least lamb in His flock, is the same name by which 
we must strenuously and fearlessly reject the loudest 
pretension that compromises His glory. Where He 
is honoured, it is all safe and blessed : to attempt to 
unite His name with sin is fatal ; and though one 
seem as sound as an apostle on ecclesiastical or other 
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truth, of what avail is it where the name of Christ 
and His doctrine are put to shame? Where God's 
Christ becomes the object of the soul to any, we 
welcome such unfeignedly. Are they ignorant ? 
Where will they learn, but where we ourselves did, 
anything we know? In God's assembly, where alone 
the truth is to be found and learned. To hold aloof 
from such till they get right is to leave them where 
they never can get right, and to forfeit our own place 
{)f help and duty. 

We are bound then to remit sins: it is the first 
a-ction of grace; but where there is anything incon
sistent with Christ retained, to retain them. We dis
own the Popish pretension oi doing either as between 
God and man. The church never had such a right : 
the apostles never presumed thus. But Jesus clearly 
authorised His disciples gathered together on the 
first day of the week to maintain the retention ,as 
well as the remission of sins.; and this, as we have 
seen, was verified in the Christian assembly which 
.exercised both-not as ·ft.n eternal question between 
God and the soul, but administratively, as a duty to 
Christ, in receiving the true or rejecting the false, ih 
putting away or restoring before men.-Abridged, 
with permission r:if the author, from " Kelly's Lectures 
Qn the Holy Spirit." 
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