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“Whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world.” (1 St. John 5.4) 

A senior priest who instructed me on how to conduct a Baptism, insisted that immediately after the Font 

is filled with water, and blessed, the priest is to breathe over it. The breath is to be a very deliberate 

exhaling breath into the Font, like this……… At first, this seemed a little over the top to me – almost like 

something from a magic book. What would people think? And yet, that is exactly what the Lord Jesus 

did on the night of His Resurrection. The Gospel describes His action in these words: 

“And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and saith unto them, ‘Receive ye the Holy Ghost’”. In 

Rembrandt’s painting, the scene surrounding this moment is intimate and intense. The background is 

dark, even pitch black in the corners. The disciples are huddled around Jesus, sitting on the floor, as 

close to Him as they could. That makes sense because, as the Gospel notes, it was evening and they 

were afraid -- perhaps that the religious leaders would be coming for them next. So, the doors to the 

upper room were shut, and it was naturally dark; and if a candle was lit, no doubt its flame was 

concealed as much as possible. 

All of that is simply, but powerfully conveyed by Rembrandt. And so is his depiction of Jesus. There He is, 

the radiant light streaming from His Resurrected Body, illuminating His blessed Head. His eyes and lips, 

and the hairs of His beard are clearly visible. It reminds me of sitting around a camp fire, in the moment 

after a new log is added, when the flames flare up, and being able to clearly see the glowing face of a 

friend sitting nearby. Maybe that is something like the way it was on that first Easter night when Jesus 

exhaled and breathed on His friends.  

As Bishop Tom Wright points out, the words for ‘wind’, ‘breath’ and ‘spirit’ are the same in both Greek 

and Hebrew. So, the breath of Jesus that night is definitely connected to what happened at the 

beginning of creation when the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters: 

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and 

darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And 

God said, ‘let there be light; and there was light.’” The Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. 

This activity of the Spirit; of God’s holy breath; of the Heavenly wind, was essential for life and order and 

beauty. Without it there was only darkness and emptiness. And so, in token of the Spirit’s movement, 

that older priest insisted upon a breath – a deliberate exhalation – into the Font before the Baptism. 

There are, of course, other instances recorded in Scripture about the life-giving breath of God. One 

familiar one is when God made the first man. This comes in the second chapter of the Book of Genesis: 

“And the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 

life; and man became a living soul”. (2.7) Again, we see that the breath of God brings forth life; in this 

case, human life. 

Let’s return to the upper room on that first Easter night. As the breath of God brought Adam to life, so 

the breath of Jesus, the Son of God, gave new life to the disciples. New life: as we begin to think about 

this, picture yourself on a hot, sweltering day without, as we say, a breath of air to be found. Now 

imagine that a soft, refreshing breeze begins to blow. It cools your face and changes your outlook. You 

could even say that it brings new life. 



But what exactly is the ‘new life’ that is released by Jesus’ breath in that upper room? Surely it was more 

than a cool breeze, or a breath of fresh air. What characterizes it? What is it’s power? Let’s look more 

closely at the Gospel:  “He breathed on them, and saith unto them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you 

forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld”.  

What is the new life signified by Jesus’ breath? The forgiveness of sins! When you stop and think about 

it, this makes perfect sense, since Jesus died for our sins and the sins of the whole world. As St. Peter 

said, “He Himself bore our sins in His Body on the tree.” Therefore, since the wages or effects of sin is 

death, Jesus broke sins’ power by taking our sins on Himself, dying and rising again. And, this is His 

message to the disciples on that first Easter night. He breathed on them to begin the new creation; the 

key sign of which is forgiveness – God’s forgiveness to us, and our forgiveness to one another.  

There is a basic but critical point to be understood here: the Resurrection of Jesus has on-going, and 

everlasting effects that are available to all people. And, forgiveness is one of those effects. That means 

that the Resurrection was not an act of self-preservation. It wasn’t an isolated miracle that the Father 

performed just to save His Son.  The Resurrection was the beginning of the new creation. And at the 

heart of this new creation is forgiveness – the process through which broken relationships are restored, 

and guilty consciences are cleansed and healed.  

Rembrandt’s painting communicates this through the contrast of darkness and light – the darkness that 

clouds our minds when we give in to fear; the darkness that takes over our hearts when we walk away 

from God. This darkness – this deep, isolating darkness – is no match for Christ and His radiant, eternal 

Light. The first line of today’s Epistle speaks of this light of the new creation in terms of birth: “Everyone 

who is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world – our 

faith.”  

When you were baptized, you experienced a second birth – you were born of God. His Spirit came to live 

in you. Mystically, you were washed on the inside with the precious Blood of Christ, and adopted as the 

Lord’s own child. Your sins were forgiven; and by that coming of the Holy Spirit to your soul, the power 

that sin had over you was broken. Through Christ’s Resurrection, Satan is now a defeated enemy. All of 

this means that you are a new creature in Christ, capable of overcoming the world the flesh and the 

devil – not on your own, but through Him, in Him and with Him. By faith in the risen Christ, we have the 

victory! Alleluia! 

And therefore in today’s Gospel, Jesus says, “Peace be with you.” He said it twice: “Peace be with you.” 

By saying that, He was not assuring the disciples that everything would be hunky-dory. Most of them 

would face persecution and die violent deaths for their faith in Him. The peace He offers in the new 

creation is a peace that passes all understanding. It is a peace that the world cannot give. It is a peace 

that rests in the merits of our living Lord and Saviour, not in ourselves. It is a peace that comes from 

trusting that by true repentance and faith in His Sacrifice, my worst acts of selfishness and greed are 

forgiven. This is a promise to us from His Word:  “As far as the east is from the west, so far does He 

remove our transgressions from us. As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows 

compassion to those who fear Him.”  (Psalm 103.12-13) 

At the end of today’s Epistle, St. John says, “He that hath the Son, hath life; and he that hath not the Son 

of God hath not life.” Dear friends, that Word is for you and I today: you have received Jesus, the Son of 

God. He is in you by His Spirit. His breath has been breathed into you. Do not doubt your status with 



Him. That is the devil’s ploy – to have us doubt our heavenly adoption. Grasp this new life and live it! 

Rest in the Risen Lord and experience His perfect Peace. Remember: whatsoever is born of God 

overcometh the world. Alleluia! Christ is risen!...He is risen indeed1 Alleluia! 

 

And now unto God Almighty: the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost…  

  

 

The effects of this new birth; the new life; the new creation that comes through the breath and Spirit of 

the Risen Lord is peace – the Peace of God which passes all understanding. Peace with God and peace 

with one another.  

 

            

  


