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The First Resurrection Appearances  

1 Corinthians 15:4-5 provides a synopsis of the content of the preaching of the early church 

(Christ was raised) (Christ appeared).  Those two aspects of tradition were based on the 

narratives of the empty tomb and resurrection appearance stories as found in our gospels.  Each 

of the gospels starts at a similar place with its resurrection accounts – the early Sunday morning 

visit to Jesus’ tomb, the presence of Mary Magdalene, the stone removed from the tomb opening, 

the appearance of an angel (or angels) – but after that initial visit, each gospel went its own way 

in recounting other resurrection traditions.   

 

The remarkable variation among the gospels suggests that the early church had a rich tradition of 

resurrection stories and that the evangelists employed narrative and theological freedom in 

incorporating those traditions into their gospels.  The resurrection stories in John occur in two 

narrative clusters (our chapters for tonight).   

 

John 20 contains three stories that are narrated in a precise chronological sequence: 

Vs. 1-18 Sunday morning 

  Empty tomb and Jesus’ appearance to Mary Magdalene 

Vs. 19-23 Sunday evening 

  Jesus’ appearance to the gathered disciples (without Thomas) 

Vs. 24-31 One week later 

  Jesus’ appearance to Thomas and the gathered disciples 

 

John 20:1-2 

As in the other gospels, the first visit to Jesus’ tomb occurred early on the first day of the week, 

while it was still dark.  In the synoptic gospels Mary Magdalene is accompanied by other women 

but in John she comes to the tomb alone.  In addition to her role in the passion and Easter 

narratives she appears in Luke 8:2 as a Galilean woman from whom Jesus had exorcised seven 

demons.  It is important to distinguish the gospel portrait of Mary Magdalene from the traditions 

that developed about her in the patristic and medieval periods.  There is no biblical foundation 

for the popular portrait of her as a sinful woman or prostitute.  Instead Mary is seen as the first 

disciple to proclaim the good news of Easter.  

 

John 20:3-10 

The report from Mary about the empty tomb provides the catalyst for the next scene.  Her own 

story will resume in vs. 11-18.  As we mentioned last week Peter functioned as the representative 

of Jesus’ disciples throughout the Gospel of John.  The full range of what it means to be a 

disciple (or not) has been embodied by Peter.   

He made a confession of faith in John 6. 

He misunderstood Jesus and his enthusiasm was often misplaced (John 13 and 18). 

He denied Christ (John 18).   

He has many roles in the gospel but the main one is to exemplify the love of Jesus. 



There is a purposeful progression to the discovery of the empty tomb.  Mary sees the stone that 

has been removed from the opening of the grave.  The beloved disciple notices the linen cloths.  

Peter sees the linen cloths and the head wrapping.  John described in detail what everyone saw 

when they entered the tomb to give evidence that the body was not stolen.  Grave robbers would 

not have unwound the body from its wrappings.   

 

But the description of the burial cloths has a more important theological function.  When Lazarus 

exited from the tomb in John 11:44 his burial cloths were also described in detail.  The same 

Greek word for head cloth was used.  Lazarus emerged from the tomb still wrapped in his grave 

cloths, and he depended on Jesus’ command to free himself from the wrappings.  But in John 

20:6-7 the grave cloths of Jesus remained behind in the empty tomb.  No one took Jesus away.  

What Jesus left behind was death itself.   

 

It is important to remember that John 20:3-10 relates an empty-tomb story and not a story of a 

resurrection appearance.  What the beloved disciple believes is the evidence of the empty tomb 

(not merely that the tomb is empty but that its emptiness bears witness that Jesus has conquered 

death and judged the ruler of this world).  The faith of the beloved disciple is as complete as it 

can be.  To say that the beloved disciple believes in the resurrection is to rush the story.  Only 

after Jesus is glorified (when the Paraclete is given to the community) will the disciples 

understand and remember what was written in the Scriptures.  It may be for this reason that the 

story notes that the disciples simply return home from the empty tomb.   

 

 
 

John 20:11-18 

The reintroduction of Mary Magdalene is abrupt.  Vs. 11-13 resume the traditional account of 

her discovery of the empty tomb, but they contain several distinctive Johannine emphases.  First, 

John is the only gospel in which Mary weeps at the tomb.  The repeated references to her 

weeping recall Jesus’ words at 16:20a (Very truly, I tell you, you will weep and mourn, but the 

world will rejoice).  It sets the stage for the fulfillment of his promise in 16:22 (See you have 

pain now; but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy 

from you).  Many of Jesus’ promises in his Farewell Discourse find their narrative fulfillment in 

the resurrection stories of John 20.   

 

Second, the angels make no Easter announcements, but only draw renewed attention to Mary’s 

grief.  The announcement of the significance of the resurrection belongs to Jesus.  The response 

of Mary to the angels is a reiteration of her words in vs. 2 but now she speaks exclusively of the 

cause of her own grief and not the confusion of the rest of the community.   

 



Third, John alone among the gospels locates the angels as sitting where the body of Jesus had 

been lying (one at the head and the other at the feet).  This link between the location of the 

angels and the body of Jesus may contain an echo of Jesus’ promise of angels ascending and 

descending on the Son of Man.  These angels are not messengers but are evidence of the 

inbreaking of the promised new age in Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

 

The dramatic and theological heart of this story is in vs. 14-18.  Luke 24:15-16 creates a similar 

dynamic of anticipation and recognition in the Road to Emmaus story.  The exchange between 

Jesus and Mary is another example of Johannine misunderstanding.  Mary (like the Samaritan 

woman at the well) is ignorant of who is speaking to her and so she does not understand the 

implications of her own question.  Mary turned to Jesus once before in vs. 14 but when Jesus 

spoke her name it enabled her to recognize him.  The Aramaic word used to address him is a 

form of endearment and can be translated rabbi, teacher, or master.  The promised transformation 

from weeping and pain to joy has been accomplished through the word and presence of Jesus.   

 

In John the glorification of Jesus consists of his death, resurrection, and ascension.  John uses the 

word lifted up as the metaphor for the glorification of Jesus and it holds all three parts of Jesus’ 

exaltation together.  His glorification starts when he is lifted up on the cross but it will not be 

complete until he returns to God.  It is interesting that Jesus commands Mary to go and proclaim 

the good news of his ascension (not the promise of future post-resurrection appearances).  In 

returning to his Father Jesus makes it possible for his disciples to share fully in his relationship 

with God.  

 

Jesus’ First Appearance to the Gathered Disciples (John 20:19-23) 

It is important to note that these verses identify those gathered together with the general term 

disciples.  They are never identified as the Eleven and it is a mistake to read this gathering of 

disciples in light of the more closed notion of the Twelve that is seen in the Synoptic Gospels.  

John rarely speaks of the Twelve.  This gathering of disciples is probably the core group but 

there is no indication that it was limited to them.  This gathering of disciples represents the faith 

community in general and not the apostolic leadership. 

 

The primary importance for John in stating that the doors were locked had to do with their fear of 

the Jews.  It parallels the experience of the Johannine community who had conflicts with the 

Jewish authorities.  John wanted his readers to see their own experience reflected in this story of 

the first disciples.  Jesus’ greeting of Peace be with you fulfills another of his promises from the 

Farewell Discourse (the gift of his peace).  It is a reminder that those huddled in the locked room 

did not need to face the Jewish authorities with anxiety.  They had the peace of Jesus with them. 
 

 

 



Jesus’ repeat of his greeting is not simply a duplication.  The disciples would receive Jesus’s 

words as a gift of peace (and not simply a greeting) only after they recognized that the person 

who spoke to them was the Lord.  Jesus breathing on them the Holy Spirit meant they are now a 

new creation.  Those who believe in Jesus receive new life and become children of God and the 

Holy Spirit is the breath that sustains the new life.  What follows is the command to forgive or to 

retain the sins of others that we heard in the ordination rite this weekend.  Forgiveness of sins 

must be understood as the Spirit-empowered mission of Jesus’s continuing work in the world.  In 

John the gift of the Holy Spirit and the commissioning of the church occur on Easter Sunday 

evening. 

 

Jesus’ Appearance to Thomas (John 20:24-31) 

The disciples’ announcement to Thomas is the same announcement that Mary Magdalene made 

to them in vs. 18.  Thomas will not believe their announcement but it is important to remember 

that the disciples did not seem to believe Mary’s earlier announcement either.  Only when Jesus 

appeared to the disciples and showed them his hand and his side did they recognize the Lord and 

rejoice.  Thomas is acting no differently from the other disciples.  

 

Jesus exhorts Thomas to move from a position of unbelief to belief.  This story does not focus on 

doubt and skepticism but on the grounds of faith.  Jesus will meet the conditions that Thomas set 

for him to believe.  When Jesus offers himself to Thomas in this way we have the most powerful 

and complete confession of Jesus in John (My Lord and my God).  In confessing Jesus in this 

way Thomas acknowledges the truth of the words that Jesus spoke to him in 14:7 (If you know 

me you will know my Father also.  From now on you know him and have seen him).  Thomas 

sees God fully revealed in Jesus.   

 

It is not touching Jesus that leads Thomas to this confession of faith but Jesus’ gracious offer of 

himself.  Jesus gave Thomas what he needed for faith.  John repeatedly points to the importance 

of the witness (and the word) of the first disciples as a source of faith for others.   

 

Starting in vs. 30 John now speaks directly to his readers.  Because of this sharp shift many 

scholars believe that John 20:30-31 is the original conclusion to the Gospel of John and that John 

21 is an addendum.  Purpose of these two verses is to allow the readers to recognize that they can 

also interpret the signs of Jesus’ resurrection and come to faith.  It is not physical sight and signs 

that are decisive for faith but the truth they reveal.   

 

Jesus Appears to the Gathered Disciples (John 21:1-14) 

John has combined elements from two types of traditions in this story of Jesus’ appearances to 

his disciples on the beach (a story of a miraculous catch of fish as found in Luke 5:1-11 and a 

recognition story as found in Luke 24:30-35).  The result is a post-resurrection appearance story 

that follows the standard conventions of a miracle story.   

 

Like the introduction to the Cana miracle story in 2:1-2, John 21 opens with the time, location, 

and characters of the miracle story.  All the resurrection appearances in John 20 were located in 

Jerusalem but the appearance in John 21 took place in Galilee at the Sea of Tiberias.  The 

presence of Jesus was not limited to his appearances in that first week in Jerusalem but was 

available to the disciples wherever and whenever they gathered.   



The verb to show oneself or to reveal oneself is an important verb in John.  It is associated with 

the revelatory dimension of Jesus’ miracles both in 2:11 and 9:3.  It is used to summarize the 

purpose of Jesus’ ministry.  The repetition of the phrase Jesus showed himself underscores for 

the reader that the miracle story that follows is an epiphany and should be interpreted in the light 

of the revelatory acts of Jesus’ ministry.   

 

The miraculous catch of fish is the direct catalyst for the beloved disciples’ recognition of Jesus.  

His announcement of Jesus’ identity is couched in the language of the Easter proclamation – It is 

the Lord.  In the Cana miracle the disciples saw the glory of Jesus in the abundance of good 

wine.  In the feeding miracle his glory pointed to the abundance of Jesus’ gifts.  In this miracle 

the beloved disciple recognized the abundance of fish as deriving from the fullness of Jesus’ 

glory.   

 

The focus of the beloved disciple and Peter in vs. 7 anticipates vs. 15-24.  The portrayal of their 

responses to the miracle is consistent with their responses to the empty tomb.  The beloved 

disciple is again the first to recognize what he sees while Peter responds with his characteristic 

eagerness.  The image of Peter dressing himself in order to jump into the water paints a comical 

picture of his impulsiveness.  He is caught between his desire to greet Jesus with proper respect 

and his eagerness to greet him immediately.  The symbolic relationship between the miraculous 

catch of fish and the disciples’ mission does not seem to lie in the description of the quantity of 

fish but in the actions of Peter in hauling in the net.   

 

In Greek the verb to haul is the same verb used in 6:44 to describe those who come to Jesus from 

God (No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me) and in 12:32 to describe 

the saving effect of Jesus’ death (And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people 

to myself).  The use of this verb with reference to the disciples and the catch of fish suggests they 

now join God and Jesus in drawing people to Jesus.  The catch of fish marks the extension of the 

work of God and Jesus into the work of the disciples.  This story stands as the narrative 

fulfillment of Jesus’ promise to his disciples in the Farewell Discourse (they will share in his 

works). 

 

Jesus, Peter, and the Beloved Disciple (John 21:15-25) 

The threefold pattern of the conversation between Jesus and Peter seems intended to counter-

balance the three denials by Peter.  In these verses, Peter is enabled to move beyond his previous 

relationship with Jesus and claim the unity, intimacy, and mutuality with God and Jesus, 

promised to believers in the Farewell Discourse.  These verses point to a future for Peter that is 

based on his relationship with Jesus after (rather than before) Jesus’ hour.   

 

The heart of vs. 15-17 lies in the relationship between Peter’s love for Jesus and the charge to 

feed Jesus’ sheep.  In his charge to Peter, Jesus is reminding him to keep the Golden Rule which 

is to put his love for Jesus into practice by feeding and tending Jesus’ sheep.  Jesus does not hand 

over his sheep to the singular care of Peter but instead reminds Peter of what it means to love 

Jesus.   

 

 



In vs. 18 the expression (very truly I say) marks the introduction of a new teaching.  This 

teaching is a prediction of the martyrdom that Peter will face.  It take the form of a short parable.  

Jesus is contrasting the freedom of Peter’s youth with the captivity that will mark his old age and 

death.  John brings his portrait of Peter to a close by pointing to his fidelity to Jesus’ 

commandment.  Peter (like the beloved disciple) is to be known by his share in Jesus’ love.  His 

authority does not derive from his office but from the fullness of his love for Jesus and Jesus’ 

own. 

 

Coming Soon . . .  

 

2021 Advent Worship Schedule  

Wednesday Evening Prayer (5:30 pm) 

December 1, 8, 15, 22 

Zoom link -  

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86139513015?pwd=d3BaMThEejJ3dU9NMmJaMytOK2VDUT09  

 

Meeting ID: 861 3951 3015 

Passcode: 874636 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Blue Christmas  

Sunday, December 19 at 5:00 pm  
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2022 Winter Bible Study (Ephesians) 

Wednesday Evening (7 pm) 

January 5, 12, 19, and 26 / February 2 and 9 

Zoom link – 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82963253951?pwd=Yk9LWXBpdVN1SW1jUlZRS21XeUMzZz09  

 

Meeting ID: 829 6325 3951 

Passcode: 208292 

 

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86139513015?pwd=d3BaMThEejJ3dU9NMmJaMytOK2VDUT09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82963253951?pwd=Yk9LWXBpdVN1SW1jUlZRS21XeUMzZz09

