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He Was Right There 

 

 Every year there are 5.2 million people in this country diagnosed with PTSD.  Most of 

you have at least heard of this disorder before even if you don’t remember what it stands for.  

PTSD means “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.”  It is usually associated with soldiers who have 

experienced horrible situations battle, but it can also include people who were witnesses of 

appalling acts of violence or someone who survived a natural catastrophe in which many people 

died.  Any incident that goes beyond the normal stress and anxiety factors of everyday life can be 

so overwhelming – both emotionally and psychologically – that the trauma is oftentimes too 

difficult for people to cope with in a healthy way.  That’s why it’s called Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder. 

 This official diagnosis has only been around since 1980.  But although it’s been 

categorized for less than 40 years, I think it’s safe to say that countless people throughout the 

history of this world have probably suffered from PTSD, even if it they didn’t have a name for it 

at the time.  Think of the brutality of certain cultures in the past and the unspeakable horrors that 

happen in war and the physical abuse that so many people have personally survived….  The 

trauma, the long-term damage those events can cause is really hard for a lot of us to comprehend.  

But when retired military personnel who have served multiple tours of duty wake up in cold 

sweats in the middle of the night and when the survivors of fatal car wrecks have an almost 

impossible time getting back into a vehicle without suffering a panic attack and when witnesses 

of violent crimes jump every time they hear a loud sound, it is not too hard to see that PTSD is 

real and destructive if not dealt with properly. 

 Do you think some of Jesus’ disciples would have been diagnosed with PTSD if they had 

lived today?  They were definitely witnesses of some horrible events!  They saw Jesus arrested 

and barely escaped being seized themselves.  They watched Jesus being beaten, mocked, 

scourged, harassed, tortured, and ultimately crucified.  It would have been bad enough to see this 

happen to a random person, but they saw it happen to their Savior, their Confidant, their Teacher, 

their God!  We don’t know how these disciples dealt with it, but it had to have been traumatic.  

Especially for someone like John. 

 Jesus’ good friend John was right there the entire time.  We know from the stories of the 

Bible that John was right there on the night Jesus was arrested, he was right there in the 

courtyard of the high priest as Jesus stood on trial, he was right there at the foot of the cross – 

close enough to actually speak with Jesus as his Lord was dying!  John was right there to see the 

grotesque wounds covering Jesus’ body, to hear Jesus cry out in pain, to touch the cross on 

which he hung, to smell the blood that poured out onto the ground.  John was right there.  Can 

you imagine?  Can you imagine being that close to something so gruesome happening to 

someone you love so much – someone who loved you even more?   

 

A Struggle with Past Sins 

 

 Do you think John jumped every time he heard the sound of a hammer after that day?  Do 

you think he got sick to his stomach every time he saw someone bleed in the years to follow?  

Do you think his heart started racing a little bit or his chest tightened up or his nerves began to 

fray whenever he came across a thorny branch or whenever he smelled wine vinegar or 

whenever he happened to walk by that same hill outside of the city of Jerusalem?  However he 

physically reacted at those moments, we can at least say this: he would have never been able to 

get these sights, these sounds, these smells, these traumatic experiences out of his head.  You 



don’t forget something like that, not when it happens to Jesus, not when you’re right there, and 

not after what John had done. 

 John had run away from Jesus, remember.  When Jesus was arrested in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, John ran away along with all of the rest of the disciples and left Jesus completely 

alone.  And that was just hours before John had promised that he would never abandon his 

Savior – right along with the other followers of Christ in that upstairs room.  And what about that 

time when John arrogantly claimed that, “Yeah, I can suffer what you are going to suffer, Jesus” 

(Mark 10:38-39)?  And what about that time when John and his brother were rebuked by Jesus 

because they wanted to destroy an entire town with fire (Luke 9:54)?  And what about that time 

when John was arguing with the rest of the disciples about who was the greatest of them all 

(Mark 9:33-34)?  John certainly had plenty of past sins that could have crept up in his mind as he 

was standing right there next to Jesus as he hung on the cross that day.  So if John didn’t have 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, he certainly could have had Post Traumatic Sin Disorder. 

 I know I do sometimes – I have Post Traumatic Sin Disorder on a regular basis – and I 

haven’t even been anywhere close to the situations that John was in!  But there are still times 

when the memory of past sins sneaks up on me.  There are those dark moments when that guilt 

rushes over me like a flood.  There are situations when the stuff I thought I had left behind 

suddenly comes back with a vengeance because apparently it had been secretly clinging to my 

conscience without me knowing it.   

 Post Traumatic Sin Disorder.  What we’ve done, how we have acted, who we’ve been 

throughout our lives doesn’t ever fully fade from memory, does it?  You still think about those 

things on occasion and they still make you feel uneasy and embarrassed and ashamed.  You 

usually don’t tell anyone about it but it affects you, it influences you, it can even depress you at 

times.  Post Traumatic Sin Disorder. 

 

A Peace in Our Salvation 

 

 John didn’t forget what he had done either, or how he had acted, or what he been through.  

But as he sat down to write a letter to his Christian brothers and sisters, and he recalled all of 

those events in his past, he wasn’t depressed about them.  He wasn’t bitter, he wasn’t miserable, 

he wasn’t hopeless.  In fact, as he wrote about what he remembered concerning the traumatic of 

events that he personally witnessed, he couldn’t help but be overjoyed.  

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with 

our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched -- this we proclaim 

concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we 

proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 

John saw it all.  He looked on the face of Jesus.  He touched his hands, he heard his 

words, he experienced his death and then his resurrection.  John was there for it all.  And now he 

wanted to do nothing more than to testify to what he had seen and to proclaim what he witnessed 

and to share the good news of what he believed.  This was not a man who had Post Traumatic 

Sin Disorder, this was a man who was a Post Traumatic Salvation Disciple!  Now we don’t want 

to get too cute with the acronym PTSD of course.  But it is true that John was a Disciple of the 

message of Salvation brought about by Traumatic events of the Past.  In fact, that was what he 

was called to do and that was who he was proud to be. 

Does that mean he simply forgot about all of those sins he had committed in the past?  

Does that mean he somehow was able to push out of his mind all of those awful things he had 

done and said throughout his life?  Of course not!  You can’t just forget those kinds of things!  

But when he saw Jesus being tortured, he knew it was for him.  And when he smelled the blood 



that poured from Jesus’ wounds, he knew it was for him.  And when he heard Jesus cry out to his 

Father in agony, he knew it was for him.  And when he witnessed Jesus give up his last breath 

and then three days later witnessed Jesus breathing on him, he knew it was for him.  When he 

heard Jesus say after he rose from the dead (not just once, not just twice, but three times), “Peace 

be with you,” John knew all of this was for him.  Yes, he had messed up in far too many ways.  

Yes, he had let his Savior down and had broken his promises to his Lord and had even doubted 

that Jesus could do what he did, but John was not dejected of his past life; he was forgiven.  And 

that joy and peace of forgiveness filled his heart and overflowed in his life. 

You and I did not have the privilege of actually seeing and hearing and touching our Lord 

when he was physically on this earth.  We were not there for those few traumatic days when he 

was brutalized and murdered and then raised from the dead.  We cannot claim to be eye 

witnesses of what happened there so many years ago.  But we are still filled with just as much 

joy and peace as John had because we have been given the exact same forgiveness. 

It doesn’t matter what your past looks like.  It doesn’t matter what kind of sundry 

offenses you are responsible for.  Because Jesus has died and now he lives.  And that one-two 

punch from the Lord himself means that whatever it was you did, whatever it was that came out 

of your mouth, whatever it was that flittered through your mind, whatever it was that was 

spawned in your heart, whatever it was that took a hold of you and wouldn’t let go, whatever it 

was that might still be… all of it – every bit of it – is forgiven.  And if those past sins every 

bother you again, you can confidently say without hesitation, “I’m forgiven.  Jesus died.  Jesus 

lives.  I’m forgiven.  Nothing needs to bother me anymore.  Nothing needs to manipulate my 

peace.  Nothing needs to wreck my joy.  Jesus won.  Jesus promises.  I know I’m forgiven.” 

That was John’s attitude.  Decades after the events he witnessed, he could not wait to tell 

everyone who would listen.  Not just so that he could spin a good story, but so that they too 

would believe in the one he saw and heard and touched and trusted.  We proclaim to you what 

we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship 

is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We write this to make our joy complete. 

Soldiers, accident survivors, those who mutually experience a devastating natural 

disaster, anyone who goes through something traumatic with another person, oftentimes develop 

a bond that is closer than almost any other relationship on this earth.  We have a bond through 

the traumatic events revolving around the cross and the tomb that is stronger than any other 

relationship on this earth. It’s called a “fellowship” – a spiritual unity, a companionship through 

faith – forged through the iron of the nails and the blood stains on a plank of wood and the 

morning dust of a vacant tomb.  John and those like him saw it and heard it and touched and 

lived it.  We and those like us see it and hear it and touch it and live it through God’s Word and 

through baptism and through the Lord’s Supper still today.  Whether we have PTSD or not, it 

doesn’t matter, we’re forgiven.  Whether John and those with him had PTSD or not, it didn’t 

matter, they were forgiven.  And this forgiveness is more powerful than any disorder, any 

trauma, any guilt, any sin, anything in this world, because this forgiveness will one day bring us 

home where we will actually see and hear and touch and know our Lord in person for the first 

time and forever. 

Amen. 

 

“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In his great mercy he has 

given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 

dead.” – 1 Peter 1:3 


